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ABSTRACT
Wong, Angela On Yee. DMA. The University of Memphis. December 2011.
Songs from a Distant Memory: A Study of Bright Sheng’s Four Movements for Piano
Trio and Tibetan Dance. Major Professor: Dr. Janet K. Page.
Bright Sheng (1955-) is a contemporary Chinese composer whose music spans
Chinese and Western culture. The two piano trios chosen for this project, Four
Movements for Piano Trio and Tibetan Dance, have not been thoroughly discussed
and analyzed. Sheng’s chamber music deserves academic attention because of his
creative integration of Chinese and Western culture in his compositions. He fuses
Chinese musical elements such as heterophony, pentatonic scales, and Chinese
folksongs within the Western genres and structure. He vividly captures the spirit of
Chinese music with a contemporary flavor, thus creating his own musical language.
This paper will begin with an account of Bright Sheng’s biography, followed
by an overview of the Chinese musical characteristics that Sheng brings into his
compositions. These elements include the aesthetic concepts and expressions in
Chinese music, the implications of he (“harmony”), pentatonic modes, and diverse
rhythmic patterns. The influence of Chinese folksongs, and how they are
incorporated in Sheng’s compositions, along with two significant figures who are
influential in Sheng’s life, Leonard Bernstein and Béla Bartók, will be part of the
discussion.
An analysis of the formal structure of the Four Movements for Piano Trio is
provided in the fourth chapter. Along with the analysis is a discussion of how Sheng
fuses various Chinese elements into his music and creates a unique compositional
technique, “Chinese sequence,” to construct the third movement. The second part
will be an analysis of Tibetan Dance and the interpretive possibilities that can be
derived from the ambience that Sheng creates through his compositional styles.
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION
Contemporary Chinese composers and their music are increasingly becoming
a more studied topic. Many fascinating ideas arise when studying the rich heritage of
one of the oldest civilizations through the lens of traditional Western music. This
research project will take a close look at the Chinese composer Bright Sheng, who
survived some of the most tumultuous events in modern Chinese history and used
those experiences to express Chinese musical characteristics in the Western
performing traditions.
Among other compositions, Bright Sheng wrote two piano trios, Four
Movements for Piano Trio (1990) and Tibetan Dance (2000). The composer utilizes
the Western chamber music genre; both pieces are performed by Western musical
instruments. Meanwhile, Chinese elements, such as pentatonic modes, folk tunes, and
imitation of the sound of Chinese instruments, can be traced in both pieces.
This paper will first recount the significant events in Bright Sheng’s life; then
it will delve into traditional Chinese music, and look at two figures significant for
Bright Sheng’s development as a composer: Leonard Bernstein and Béla Bartók.
Following is an analysis of the two piano trios, which will discuss how the composer
fuses the Chinese and Western elements into his personal musical language.
Literature Review
There are numerous academic studies of Sheng’s music. Several scholars
have addressed his vocal music. Su Sun Wong studied his Three Chinese Love Songs,
Sheng Sheng Man from Two Songs from the Sung Dynasty, and Layla’s Death Aria
from The Song of Majnun in her thesis “An Analysis of Five Vocal Works of Bright

1

Sheng” in 1995.1 She discussed the use of Chinese poems and folksongs in her
analysis. “Fusion of Musical Styles and Cultures in Bright Sheng’s Opera The Song
of Majnun” is a study by Chiung-Tan Hsu.2 She made a thorough analysis of the
libretto and the music, with a final chapter on production considerations.
Instrumental works have also been studied. Xiao-Qiang Pan examined the
cello composition Seven Tunes Heard in China.3 Pan provided information on the
Chinese pentatonic modes, the Chinese two-string instrument erhu, and the use of
folk tunes in the pieces. Yu-Chi Wang and Shumin Lin studied Sheng’s
unaccompanied violin piece The Stream Flows.4 Wang focused on the formal
analysis while Lin paid considerable attention to the performance aspects. There are
several recent studies of Sheng’s piano pieces. Yi Zhang, Kan Chiu, Lei Weng, and
Wendy Wan-Ki Lee all explored My Song;5 Yi Zhang also discussed Distant
Birthday Bells for David, Variation Fugato, Red Silk Dance, and My Other Song.

1

Su Sun Wong, “An Analysis of Five Vocal Works of Bright Sheng” (DMA Thesis,
University of Texas at Austin, 1995).
2

Chiung-Tan Hsu, “Fusion of Musical Styles and Cultures in Bright Sheng’s Opera The Song
of Majnun” (DMA thesis, Ohio State University, 1999).
3

Xiao-Qiang Pan, “A Study of Seven Tunes Heard in China for Solo Cello by Bright Sheng”
(DMA thesis, University of Northern Colorado, 2003).
4

Yu-Chi Wang, “A Survey of the Unaccompanied Violin Repertoire, Centering on Works by
J.S. Bach and Eugene Ysaÿe” (DMA thesis, University of Maryland, College Park, 2005); Shumin Lin,
“A Performance Guide to Bright Sheng's Solo Violin Work The Stream Flows” (DMA thesis, Arizona
State University, 2006).
5

Yi Zhang, “When East Meets West: A Stylistic Analysis of Bright Sheng’s Piano Works”
(DMA thesis, University of Houston, 2010); Kan Chiu, “Voices from the East: Culture and Expression
in Contemporary Chinese Piano Music” (DMA thesis, University of California, Los Angeles, 2009);
Lei Weng, “Influences of Chinese Traditional Cultures on Chinese Composers in the United States
Since the 1980s, as Exemplified in Their Piano Works” (DMA thesis, University of Cincinnati, 2008);
Wendy Wen-Ki Lee, “Unpacking Aspects of Musical Influence in Three Piano Works by Chinese
Composers” (PhD diss., University of Michigan, 2006).

2

Jing Liu and Ting-Ju Lai analyzed String Quartet No. 3;6 this is the only composition
in the chamber genre to have received a dissertation study.
Although research continues on Bright Sheng and his music, there are still
many compositions that have not been discussed or analyzed. The piano trios have
yet to be explored as well as the symphonic literature. The current research provides
insight and analyses that contribute to better understanding Bright Sheng’s
compositional voice.
Introduction to Four Movements for Piano Trio
The Walter W. Naumburg Foundation commissioned Four Movements for
Piano Trio in 1989 for the Peabody Trio, the winners of the Naumburg Chamber
Music Award of that year. The work was premiered at Alice Tully Hall in New York
City on April 24, 1990. Four Movements was the first runner-up for the Pulitzer Prize
in the following year.
The trio is based on Sheng’s earlier piano work My Song. In the preface to
Four Movements for Piano Trio, the composer writes:
Four Movements for Piano Trio is based on musical material from My Song, a
work for solo piano, which I composed in 1988. In both works I sought to
develop my own concept of “tonality” by unifying my mother tongue
(Oriental classical and folk music) and father tongue (Western classical
music).7
In reference to My Song, Sheng states:
[It] was an inspiration of two folds: first, Peter Serkin’s musicality and
virtuosity, and second, my attachment to Chinese folk music. The phonetic
pronunciation of ‘My Song’ (m’ai-sang) in Chinese can coincidentally be

6

Jing Liu, “Polytonality and Motive in Bright Sheng’s String Quartet No. 3 (1993)” (MM
thesis, University of Nebraska-Lincoln, 2000); Ting-Ju Lai, “A Perspective on Ethnic Synthesis in
Twentieth Century Art Music with a Focus on an Analysis of String Quartet No. 3 by Bright Sheng”
(PhD diss., University of California, Los Angeles, 2001).
7

Bright Sheng, Preface to Four Movements for Piano Trio (New York: G. Schirmer Inc.,

1990).
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translated as ‘pulsating voices.’ And my ‘m’ai-sang’ (pulsating voices) is the
folk music and dance of my native land.8
Four Movements for Piano Trio fuses Western and oriental compositional
styles. According to the composer, the folkloric and prelude-like first movement is
constructed through the development of heterophony, a typical device in Chinese
music. The second movement is inspired by a humorous and joyful folksong from
Sichuan. The third movement is a savage dance in which the melody grows through a
series of “Chinese sequences.” Sheng uses this term to describe a type of melodic
development in Chinese folk music in which each repetition of the initial motive
increases the number of notes, duration, and tessitura. The last movement evokes a
lonesome nostalgia.9
Introduction to Tibetan Dance
Tibetan Dance for piano, violin, and clarinet in B♭ was completed in October
2000. Sheng has this to say about his work:
The work is anchored on the last movement, the longest of the three. The first
two movements are reminiscent, as if one is hearing songs from a distant
memory, and the music becomes real in the last movement. The music
material is based on the rhythm and melodic motive of a Tibetan folk dance
from Qinghai, a Chinese province by the border of Tibet, where I lived during
my teenage years.10
The piece was commissioned by and dedicated to the Verdehr Trio, with funding
from Michigan State University and the Phillips Collection.

8

Bright Sheng, Preface to My Song (New York: G. Schirmer Inc., 1989).

9

Bright Sheng, Preface to My Song and Four Movements for Piano Trio.

10

Bright Sheng, Preface to Tibetan Dance (New York: G. Schirmer Inc., 2006).
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CHAPTER 2
BACKGROUND
Bright Sheng is one of the most active contemporary Chinese-American
composers. Born in Shanghai in 1955 to a family of high social standing, Sheng
began to study the piano with his mother at the age of four. He was ten years old
when the Great Proletarian Cultural Revolution (commonly known as the “Ten-Year
Calamity”) began in 1966. China was in a period of social and political upheaval,
which resulted in widespread economic and cultural devastation.
Life during the Cultural Revolution, 1966-1976
During the Cultural Revolution, Mao Zedong and his comrades adopted Karl
Marx’s class struggle theory as a model for the creation of a new China. The Red
Guards, a revolutionary youth organization, was mobilized to implement the Party’s
dogmas. They attempted to eradicate the bourgeois elements of the Chinese
Communist Party as well as the “four olds” (old thoughts, old culture, old customs,
and old habits) in traditional Chinese culture.1
The Sheng family was classified as belonging to one of the “five black
categories” (landlords, rich peasants, counter-revolutionaries, criminals, and rightists):
Sheng’s grandfather, who was a landowner with an American education, was
denounced as the “enemy of the people,”2 and his mother suffered severely. The Red
Guards ransacked Bright Sheng’s family apartment and confiscated his piano, which
was one of the symbols of bourgeois lifestyle.3 Sheng recalled this experience:

1

Xing Lu, Rhetoric of the Chinese Cultural Revolution: The Impact on Chinese Thought,
Culture, and Communication (Columbia, SC: University of South Carolina Press, 2004), 4.
2

Peter Laki, Notes on the Program (Program no. 9, Cleveland Orchestra, OH, December 5,
1991), 26-27.
3

Michelle Harper, “An Interview with Bright Sheng,” The Journal of the International
Institute 7, no. 1 (1999), http://quod.lib.fumich.edu/j/jii/browse.html (accessed May 10, 2011).

5

The ten years 1966-1976 was the period of the infamous “Cultural
Revolution” in China, the calamitous consequences of the cruel power
struggle within the highest level of the Chinese Communist Party. It was the
most tragic time in recent Chinese history, a time of violence, madness, and
chaos, and a time that ultimately awoke the consciousness of the Chinese
people under the Communist regime. Thousands of people died and millions
of survivors are still paying the price to this day. I was one of the millions of
Chinese who were the witnesses, victims, and survivors of the “Cultural
Revolution.”4
All formal education above the junior high school level was eliminated.
Since well-educated people were more likely to challenge political authority than
rural peasants, one of the Mao Zedong’s missions was to demolish the education
system. Many intellectuals were tortured and persecuted in public, while teenage
students had to be “re-educated” by peasants. Sheng was sent to the remote Xining,
the capital of the Qinghai province, where he stayed for more than seven years (19711978). He recalls Xining was “always dusty and filled with the odor of yak butter.”5
Though Sheng might have escaped the worst by staying away from the political
centers, the emotional trauma of the Cultural Revolution was never healed
completely.6
Qinghai, which literally means “blue sea” (figure 2.1), is still one of the
poorest provinces in China.7 It is restricted by the extreme climate and high altitude
of over 9,900 feet in average elevation.

4

Bright Sheng, “H’un (Lacerations): In Memoriam 1966-1976 for Orchestra,” Perspectives of
New Music 33, no. 1/2 (1995): 560.
5

Bright Sheng, “Melodic Migration in Northwest China,” in Along the Silk Road, ed.
Elizabeth Ten Grotenhuis (Washington, DC: Arthur M. Sackler Gallery, Smithsonian Institution,
2002). Also available online at http://www.brightsheng.com/Sheng_essay/MELODIES OF THE SILK
ROAD (accessed July 14, 2009).
6

Laki, Notes on the Program, 26-27.

7

Encyclopaedia Britannica Online, s.v. “Qinghai,” http://search.eb.com/eb/article-9117344
(accessed September 2, 2009).

6

Figure. 2.1. Map of China. JPG Image.
http://www.paulnoll.com/China/Provinces/Province-Qinghai.html
(accessed July 17, 2011).

With a massive area of 278,400 square miles, it was home to nomadic herdsmen
historically. Qinghai is now home to several minor nationalities in addition to Han
Chinese, including Tibetan, Mongol, Hui (Chinese Muslim), Tu, and Salar.
Chinese Communist Party Policy on Music and the Arts
Mao delivered his influential speech, “Talks at the Yan’an Conference on
Literature and Art” in 1942.8 He adopted Maksim Gorky’s view that an artist was an
“engineer of the soul,”9 and hence obligated to serve the country by making arts
accessible to the general public.
Beginning in the 1950s, song and dance troupes were established based on the
Soviet model. These troupes were a means to control artistic expression by
eliminating elements that were deemed inappropriate according to state propaganda.
The song and dance troupes functioned as party propaganda to showcase performing

8

Kenneth DeWoskin, “Chinese Philosophy and Aesthetics,” in The Garland Encyclopedia of
World Music, vol. 7, East Asia: China, Japan, and Korea, ed. Robert C. Provine, Yosihiko Tokumaru,
and J. Lawrence Witzleben (New York: Garland Publishers, 1998), 102.
9

Andrew P. Killick, “Musical Institutions in East Asia,” in The Garland Encyclopedia of
World Music, 7:46.

7

arts at the regional or provincial level. They specialized in collecting, arranging, and
performing traditional music and dance, and produced works in line with specific
government policies.10
On the other hand, Mao’s wife, Jiang Qing, tightly controlled the arts during
the Cultural Revolution to gain political power. As a professional actress, she
supervised the famous “eight model plays,” a new form of performance particularly
designed with heavy communist revolutionary content. Those plays were among the
rare few performances allowed during the period.11 The freedom of individual artistic
expression was stifled by government control. Occasionally, performing artists,
including musicians, were able to escape the harsh assignments of labor camp by
working on this type of propaganda.
Like other members of the bourgeoisie, Bright Sheng was rejected by many
performing groups in major cities at this time. He was assigned to a song and dance
troupe as a pianist-percussionist in Qinghai. Since Western music was prohibited, he
began to collect folksongs of the region and compose his own music.
Career after the Cultural Revolution
Schools that had been closed were gradually restored after the Cultural
Revolution, and Sheng was among the first group of students to be admitted to the
Shanghai Conservatory. In the early 1980s, China saw the emergence of a group of
talented young composers known as the “New Wave.”12 Composers such as Chen Yi

10

Helen Rees, “Cultural Policy, Music Scholarship, and Recent Developments,” in The
Garland Encyclopedia of World Music, 7:442-43.
11

Lu, Rhetoric of the Chinese Cultural Revolution, 114-15.

12

Hing-Yan Chan, “Syncretic Traditions and Western Idioms: Composers and Works,” in The
Garland Encyclopedia of World Music, 7:350.

8

and Tan Dun benefited from the “Open Door” policy,13 which allowed them to study
in Europe or the United States. After the completion of a bachelor’s degree in
composition, Sheng came to the United States in 1982 to seek artistic freedom and
pursue a musical career.
Sheng completed his master’s degree at Queens College, CUNY in 1984, and
earned his doctoral degree at Columbia University in 1993. Among his principal
teachers were Chou Wen-Chung, Leonard Bernstein, George Perle, and Hugo
Weisgall. Sheng has served as composer-in-residence to the Lyric Opera of Chicago
and the New York City Ballet, and for various music festivals and music centers. He
became the Leonard Bernstein Distinguished University Professor at the University of
Michigan at Ann Arbor in 1995, a position he still holds in 2011.14
Bright Sheng as a Composer
Sheng’s numerous commissions show his importance in the international
music arena. His early work H’un (Lacerations): In Memoriam 1966-1976 was
commissioned and premiered by the New York Chamber Symphony in 1988. The
composer depicts the horror of the Cultural Revolution and concludes the pieces with
a heart-rending lament.15 Among his orchestral works, Never Far Away was cocommissioned by the San Diego Symphony, the Dallas Symphony, and the Oberlin
Conservatory of Music in 2008. Shanghai Overture was commissioned and
premiered by the Shanghai Conservatory for its eightieth anniversary in 2007.
13

After the Cultural Revolution, Deng Xiaoping set the goal of transforming China’s
economy when he announced the “Open Door” policy in December 1978. Deng realized the need for
Western technology and investments, and opened the door for foreign business. See
http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/shared/spl/hi/in_depth/china_politics/key_people_events/html/8.stm
(accessed September 10, 2011).
14

Bright Sheng, Conductor/Pianist Bio, http://www.brightsheng.com/bio.html (accessed
October 23, 2011).
15

Laki, Notes on the Program, 26-27.
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In addition to symphonic literature, Sheng is prolific in different genres.
Other than Four Movements for Piano Trio and Tibetan Dance, Sheng has composed
five string quartets and numerous duets for various instruments. He has also written
various solo pieces for piano, violin, viola, cello, clarinet, and bassoon.
The Song of Majnun (1992) and Madame Mao (2003) are the two substantial
operas among his theatre work. The Song of Majnun is based on a one-act Persian
“Romeo and Juliet” story, while Madame Mao gives a psychological portrait of Jiang
Qing. In vocal literature, Sheng has written six choruses and a number of songs for
soprano or mezzo-soprano. The Nightingale and the Rose (2006) and Just Dance
(2009) are ballet scores commissioned by the New York City Ballet.
Outside strictly Western genres, Sheng explores the possibilities of combining
Chinese and Western instrumentation. Commissioned by the Silk Road Project in
2003, The Song and Dance of Tears was written for pipa, sheng, cello, piano, and
orchestra. Spring Dreams (1997), dedicated to Yo-yo Ma, was written for cello and an
orchestra of traditional Chinese instruments. The chamber work Three Songs (1999)
was scored for pipa and cello.
Sheng’s many honors show recognition of his achievements as a composer.
Together with the first prizes in Chamber Music Composition and Art Song
Competition while he was a student in Shanghai, he has won more than forty
awards.16 His most significant awards include being twice first runner-up for the
Pulitzer Prize for his compositions H’un and Four Movements for Piano Trio in 1989
and 1991 respectively. He won the MacArthur Foundation Fellowship in 2001, when
he was proclaimed as “an innovative composer who merges diverse musical customs

16

Bright Sheng, Curriculum Vitae, http://www.brightsheng.com/Sheng_file/CV-10Dec.pdf
(accessed May 25, 2011).
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in works that transcend conventional aesthetic boundaries.”17 The Foundation
predicted that “Bright Sheng will continue to be an important leader in exploring and
bridging musical traditions.”18 Sheng’s music has been recorded by various labels
including Sony Classical, Telarc, and Naxos. His music is published by G. Schirmer,
Inc.
Bright Sheng as a Conductor, Pianist, and Scholar
Sheng is an active conductor and pianist. As a guest conductor, he has
appeared with prestigious orchestras such as the San Francisco Symphony and the St.
Petersburg Philharmonic. As a pianist, he has performed with the Seattle Symphony
Orchestra, the Hong Kong Philharmonic Orchestra, the Chamber Music Society of
Lincoln Center, and many other groups.
As a scholar, Bright Sheng analyzes his own works and continues to conduct
research on Chinese folk music. An explanation of H’un (Lacerations): In Memoriam
1966-1976 for Orchestra was published in Perspectives of New Music in 1995;19 a
study of Madame Mao was published in Opera Unveiled 2003.20 “The Love Songs of
Qinghai” in Asian Art and Culture: Music21 and “Melodic Migration in Northwest
China” in Along the Silk Road22 are his studies of regional folksong; both were
published by the Arthur M. Sackler Gallery of the Smithsonian Institution. In 2000

17

Bright Sheng, Conductor/Pianist Bio, (accessed October 23, 2011).

18

Sheng, Conductor/Pianist Bio (accessed October 23, 2011).

19

Bright Sheng, “H’un (Lacerations): In Memoriam 1966-1976 for Orchestra,” Perspectives
of New Music 33, no. 1/2 (1995): 560-603.
20

Bright Sheng, “Madame Mao,” in Opera Unveiled 2003, ed. Desirée Mays (Santa Fe: Art
Forms Inc., 2003).
21

Bright Sheng, “The Love Songs of Qinghai,” in Asian Art and Culture: Music (Washington,
D.C.: Arthur M. Sackler Gallery, Smithsonian Institution, 1995). Also available online at
http://www.brightsheng.com/Sheng_essay/Lovesongs.pdf (accessed July 14, 2009).
22

Bright Sheng, “Melodic Migration in Northwest China,” (accessed July 14, 2009).
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and 2008, Sheng went back to China to collect folksongs. His composition Song of
Dance and Tears (2003) is based on several folksongs he heard during the trip. Other
publications about Bright Sheng and his music include Ann McCutchan’s The Muse
that Sings: Composers Speak about the Creative Process,23 Norman Ryan’s
Composer Handbook: A Brief Introduction to Composers,24 and Mark Swed’s Bright
Sheng.25
Having access to writings by the composer offers a great deal of insight into
his music. It is very beneficial when artists use other media to help convey ideas or
expressions. The writings by Sheng and about Sheng provide a means for
understanding Sheng’s compositional philosophy, which encompasses the story of
two cultures that have gone through significant metamorphoses. The folk element
that is present in Sheng’s compositions is a recollection of times forgotten. Whether a
political statement being made by Sheng is irrelevant, the actual act of recalling is
what is important. His works and writings act as time capsules that preserve
something that is now fading, thus the distant memories.

23

Ann McCutchan, The Muse that Sings: Composers Speak about the Creative Process (New
York: Oxford University Press, 1999), 203-10.
24

Norman Ryan, Composer Handbook: A Brief Introduction to Composers (New York: G.
Schirmer, 1994).
25

Mark Swed, Bright Sheng (New York: G. Schirmer, 1992).
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CHAPTER 3
CULTURAL INFLUENCES
Speaking with regard to cultural influences, Bright Sheng claims, “I’m a
mixture of both cultures, but I consider myself both 100% American and 100%
Chinese.”1 As Peter Chang explains, Sheng has experienced re-acculturation with a
deep understanding of both cultures and traditions: “his works are not half of each,
but representing the best of both in his fusion.”2 Before we can directly study and
analyze specific compositions, understanding Sheng’s cultural background is
essential.
This chapter discusses several characteristics of Chinese and Western music
and how Bright Sheng fuses the traditional Chinese heritage with the contemporary
Western compositional technique. The first part will be a brief discussion of the
characteristics of Chinese music, its aesthetic concepts, the use of pentatonic scales,
and rhythmic features. The Chinese zither qin will be used as an illustration. As
Bright Sheng repeatedly mentions the significance of folk music in his compositions,
Chinese folksong tradition—Qinghai and Tibetan folk music in particular—will be
highlighted in the discussion. To better illustrate how Sheng’s work reflects these
Chinese musical elements, examples from Four Movements for Piano Trio and
Tibetan Dance will be used. The second part of the chapter will focus on two figures,
Leonard Bernstein and Béla Bartók, and how they become very influential in Sheng’s
career.

1

G. Schirmer Inc., Bright Sheng, http://www.schirmer.com (accessed August 5, 2009).

2

Peter Chang, “The Music of Bright Sheng: Expressions of Cross-Cultural Experience,”
http://www.brightsheng.com/Sheng_essay/Peter Chang-Music of BS.pdf (accessed June 30, 2009).
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Chinese Aspects
Traditional Chinese music includes court music, religious and ritual music,
literati music, and folk music.3 Chinese court music was discontinued as a living
tradition after the imperial Qing Dynasty ended in 1911.4 Ritual music denotes
musical performances by Buddhist or Daoist monks in temples during state and court
ceremonies, or contexts associated with vernacular religion such as weddings and
funerals. Literati music refers to the music studied by intellectuals in pre-modern
China before 1911. It is closely related to other art forms such as literature,
calligraphy, and painting, and hence consistently involves extra-musical elements.5
Folk music includes songs in daily peasant life and music performed for
entertainment, special occasions, and festivals. China has a long history of
civilization; each tradition and practice was rich and sophisticated. As there were
clear class distinctions among royalty, learned scholars, and village peasants, their
music demonstrates significant differences.
Influences of Confucianism and Daoism in Aesthetic Expression and the
Implication of “He” (Harmony) in Music
Chinese aesthetic expression is founded on two enduring philosophical
traditions: Confucianism and Daoism. These two traditions are complementary.
Confucius regarded music and dance as an appropriate expression in social interaction

3

J. Lawrence Witzleben, “China: A Musical Profile,” in The Garland Encyclopedia of World
Music 7, East Asia: China, Japan, and Korea, ed. Robert C. Provine, Yosihiko Tokumaru, and J.
Lawrence Witzleben (New York: Garland Publishers, 1998), 91.
4

After the Qing Dynasty ended in 1911, China was in a period of chaos and inner wars, which
allowed a little opportunity for musical and artistic development. See Immanual Chung-yueh Hsü, The
Rise of Modern China (Oxford: Oxford University Press), 452-90.
5

Edward Ho, “Aesthetic Considerations in Understanding Chinese Literati Musical
Behavior,” British Journal of Ethnomusicology 6 (1997): 36.
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as well as components of self-cultivation.6 Daoism is grounded in the belief that
human minds and physical beings are intricately woven together in the universe as
one holistic idea which one cannot separate from another. Both Confucianism and
Daoism emphasize living well-balanced lives.
Confucianism and Daoism treat musical study, performing as well as studying
treatises, as a philosophical endeavor rather than as entertainment or virtuosic
showmanship. Both traditions have a significant impact on perceptions of music,
especially the aesthetic concept of he (“harmony”).7 He suggests a harmonious way
of living for an individual and coexistence with others. He is an ideal form of social
interaction—individuals can properly express themselves through cultivated skills in
social formality.
The concept of he is realized in several ways in music. Chamber music
ensembles can reflect the concept of he in the choice of instruments. Unlike the
practice of orchestration and instrumentation in Western art music, the majority of
standard repertoire in Chinese music has no particular instrumentation.8 Traditional
tunes can be transcribed as solos or for instrumental ensembles. In an ensemble,
when different instruments decorate the same melody simultaneously according to
their specific idiom, the results is an intricate performance known as heterophony—a
harmonious coexistence.9

6

DeWoskin, “Chinese Philosophy and Aesthetics,” in The Garland Encyclopedia of World
Music, 7:97.
7
DeWoskin, “Chinese Philosophy and Aesthetics,” 98.
8

Mingyue Liang, Music of the Billion: An Introduction to Chinese Musical Culture (New
York: Heinrichshofen, 1985), 28.
9

Heterophony denotes a simultaneous variation on a single melody. See Peter Cooke,
“Heterophony,” in Grove Music Online, http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com (accessed August 10,
2009).
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The practice of heterophony is common in Chinese music, and Sheng applies
it in the opening measures of Four Movements for Piano Trio (example 3.1).

Example 3.1. Bright Sheng, Four Movements for Piano Trio, first movement,
mm. 1-6 (Milwaukee, WI: G. Schirmer Inc., 1990). Copyright © 1990 by G.
Schirmer, Inc. (ASCAP). International Copyright Secured. All Rights
Reserved. Used by permission

In the opening measures, both hands at the piano play the same melody two octaves
apart. These two lines are parallel but intentionally inexact in their synchronization.
The rhythm is slightly varied between two parts (mm. 2, 4, and 5); different
ornaments are inserted in measure 5, which require careful execution. Meanwhile, the
strings closely follow the contour of the melodic line and play in harmonics. The use
of heterophony in this example reflects the concept of he, and Sheng demonstrates a
delicate but sophisticated style of playing in Chinese music through his own work.
Yijing and Quyi in Chinese Music
Another important aesthetic concept in Chinese arts is yijing, which can be
loosely translated as the “implication,” “meaning,” or “spirit” of an artwork.10
Metaphoric symbolism within the culturally defined contexts is commonly used; for
example, the moon may imply tranquility; a lotus flower may suggest purity;
mountains may symbolize strength, masculinity or determination. The meaning
10

Liang, Music of the Billion: An Introduction to Chinese Musical Culture, 26.
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resides not only in the subject, but also in the inherent spirit and characteristics that
the subject can symbolize, and scholars and performers pay considerable attention to
interpreting these extra-musical elements.11 Therefore, the emphasis of yijing
becomes important in literature, arts and music.
While yijing is a term applied broadly to various forms of Chinese arts, quyi
describes musical mood more specifically.12 Yijing and quyi are interchangeable in
describing Chinese music. In music, the structure or formal design is not the main
concern, rather it is the emotional context that the composition creates. Chinese
instrumental music is often based on symbolic poems that depict natural phenomena,
or narratives that recount a journey or a historical episode; a programmatic title often
suggests the mood. Hence, the majority of Chinese instrumental music is
programmatic in nature.
Bright Sheng applies the concepts of quyi in both piano trios. The last
movement of Four Movements for Piano Trio is an adaptation of the Chinese
folksong, Sanshilipu (<<三十里鋪>>) from Shaanxi province, the lyrics perhaps
dating from the early twentieth century. The song describes two young lovers in a
village during wartime. The text can be loosely translated as follows:13
提起個家來家有名，
家住在綏德三十里鋪村。
四妹子兒愛上一個三哥哥，
他是我的知心人。

There was a well-known family in
the village. The young daughter fell
in love with an older boy.

三十里鋪來遇大路，
戲樓這拆了修馬路。
三哥哥今年一十九，

Modern development began to
happen and the theatre was
demolished for road construction.

11

Witzleben, “Silk and Bamboo” Music in Shanghai: The Jiangnan Sizhu Instrumental
Ensemble Tradition (Kent, Ohio: Kent State University Press, 1995), 119.
12

Thrasher, “Instrumental Music: Structures and Performance Practices,” in The Garland
Encyclopedia of World Music, 7:240-41.
13

Text translated by author.
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咱們二人沒盛夠。

The boy was then 19 years old; the
young lovers did not spend much
time together.

三哥哥今年一十九，
四妹子今年一十六。
人人說咱二人天配就，
你把妹妹閃在半路口。

The boy was 19, and the girl was
16. Everyone says they are a good
match, and the girl kept eyeing the
boy from the nearby corner of the
street.

三哥當兵，坡坡里下，
四妹子兒崖畔上灰塌塌。
有心拉上兩句知心話，
又怕人笑話。

The boy was recruited into the
army, and the girl passed her time
in sadness by the cliff. She was
hindered from expressing herself to
avoid becoming the laughing-stock
of the village.

The concept of quyi is conveyed in the Chinese language with its idiomatic
expressions, which cannot be fully captured in translation. This song creates an aura
or mood that is melancholic and nostalgic through its melodic construction— use of
falling intervals and sighing gestures—as well as its text. In Sheng’s adaptation of
this folksong in the piano trio, he uses the exact melody from the folksong (see
example 4.8 in Chapter IV). He captures the same melancholic aura with slow tempi
and contemplative long tones that can transport the listener to a far away place.
In Tibetan Dance, Sheng treats the first two movements as “songs from a
distant memory” to prepare for the dance in the last movement. The essence or quyi
that Sheng captures in this piece is more along the lines of the Tibetan way of life.
The first two movements are titled “Prelude” and “Song.” The moods evoked are
meditative in nature with quiet, repeated patterns, perhaps a feeling one would have
inside a Tibetan monastery listening to the monks recite their prayers. The dance that
follows in the last movement can be viewed as a celebration of life after reflection and
deep contemplation. The event of the dance does not happen immediately. Sheng
builds this experience by creating sounds far off in the distance and gradually coming
closer, as if the dance troupe can be heard long before it arrives in the village. Once
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the ensemble is inside the village, the dance and celebration unfold with great
excitement and energy. This setup for the dance suggests a strong sense of longing
for the people of the Qinghai-Tibet region where the composer lived for seven years.
Pentatonic Mode
Pentatonic modes are the backbone of the melodic structure in Chinese music.
There are five Chinese pentatonic modes, known as diao: gong (C-D-E-G-A), shang
(D-E-G-A-C), jiao (E-G-A-C-D), zhi (G-A-C-D-E), and yu (A-C-D-E-G). The first
note of each series gives the name of the mode, as illustrated in example 3.2:

Example 3.2. Chinese pentatonic modes.

Additional tones are occasionally added into a pentatonic scale as ornaments
or embellishments in both vocal and instrumental music; one of the common practices
is shown in example 3.3. The musical gesture cannot be represented exactly in
Western notation, but the sound is comparable to glissando as it involves sliding
motion.14

14

Lu-Ting Ho and Kuo-huang Han, “On Chinese Scales and National Modes,” Asian Music
14, no. 1 (1982): 134.
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(altered pitch)

(altered pitch)

Example 3.3. Pentatonic scale with added notes.

The use of pentatonic mode is apparent in Sheng’s Four Movements for Piano
Trio. The first movement is based on a tetrachord D♭-E♭-G♭-A♭ (m. 1), which
Sheng later develops into G♭ pentatonic (G♭-A♭-B♭-D♭-E♭) for the violin as well as
C♭ pentatonic (C♭-D♭-E♭-G♭-A♭) for the piano (m. 10). In addition, ornaments
with chromatic intervals are frequently inserted in all parts throughout this movement.
To imitate the sound of the ornaments in Chinese music, Sheng specified that “the
glissando should come at the very end of the note” for the violin and cello.
Tempo and Rhythm
Musicians use the term ban (“beat”) for the main beat of a measure, and yan
(literally “eye”) for the subsidiary beats. For example, “one ban one yan” can be
translated as 2/4 or 2/2 in Western notation.15 As Mingyue Liang describes, the
sequence of beats in Chinese music occurs in both metered and non-metered format.16
When metered, it is predominantly duple; triple meter is not common in Chinese
music.
Non-metered rhythm, known as sanban (“loose beat”), can be found in the
introductory section of a solo instrumental composition, or in the mountain songs of
the rural regions.17 The sanban section often has an improvisatory character.
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Stephen Jones, Folk Music of China: Living Instrumental Traditions (Oxford: Clarendon
Press, 1995), 123-24.
16

Liang, Music of the Billion: An Introduction to Chinese Musical Culture, 25.

17

Liang, Music of the Billion: An Introduction to Chinese Musical Culture, 25.
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Performers select a melody from an existing repertoire, which is collected over
centuries or popularly transmitted, and create personalized interpretations by means of
melodic and rhythmic elaboration.
Following this practice, Sheng used non-metered writing in the first movement
of the piano solo My Song. When transcribed into the piano trio, the movement was
metered. However, the time signature changes frequently throughout the movement
to maintain the improvisatory flavor of the solo work.
Qin: The Chinese zither
Qin, the Chinese seven-string zither, has a long history of more than 1,700
years. Its music and tradition have been preserved in oral and written literature, as
well as in pictorial materials.18 Qin music demonstrates the aesthetics of he, and the
extra-musical implication that is prescribed in yijing. It has been a solo instrument for
the literati, a member of an ensemble, and an accompaniment for sung poetry.
Like many Chinese instruments, qin (figure 3.1) is simple and non-mechanical
in construction, and it has changed very little since its early development.19

Figure 3.1. Line drawing; top and bottom view of a qin. GIF Image. Grove
Music Online, http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com (accessed June 10, 2011).
18

Bell Yung, “Qin,” in The Garland Encyclopedia of World Music, 7:157-59.

19

Liang, Music of the Billion: An Introduction to Chinese Musical Culture, 27.
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It consists of an elongated wooden box approximately 1 meter long, 18 centimeters
wide at one end and 10 centimeters at the other, and about 3 to 5 centimeters thick.
The entire hollow body is a resonating chamber, and its upper surface serves as the
fingerboard.
The seven strings are made of a large number of silk strands woven into
different thicknesses and stretched on the top surface. The first string is the farthest
away from the player, is the thickest and is tuned to the lowest pitch; the seventh
string is the closest, is the thinnest and is tuned to the highest pitch. Strings are
plucked by the right-hand fingers; minute variations in finger technique like stopped
notes, harmonics, and sliding notes are produced by the left hand. The sound of qin is
soft and dynamics are confined to a small range. Yet, it has a wide range of timbre
possibilities.20 For example, plucking the same pitch on different strings and using
various fingering techniques can produce different sonorities of the same pitch.
Qin has a unique notation system known as jianzipu (simplified ideogram
notation). Jianzipu contains symbols from parts of the Chinese characters (figure
3.2):

Figure 3.2. Example of Jianzipu from Xiao Xiang Shuiyun (“Waters and
Clouds of the Xiao and Xiang Rivers”). GIF Image. Grove Music Online,
http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com (accessed October 22, 2011).
20

Liang, Music of the Billion: An Introduction to Chinese Musical Culture, 203.
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It is a descriptive notation that annotates the pitch, hand position, and technique.
However, it deliberately leaves the rhythm ambiguous,21 and tuning is specified
according to the diao (mode) of a particular composition.22 The performer personally
interprets the piece based on studying and understanding of the literary content. One
qin composition can result in various versions of performance.
Scholars often pay great attention to the literary content of a composition that
is related to Chinese philosophy. In famous repertoire like Youlan (“elegant orchid”)
and Meihua sannong (“three variations on the plum blossom”), flowers symbolize a
high moral standard to the literati. The aesthetic ideals of he are well exemplified in
texts associated with qin music: metaphor, rather than a direct praise, is used to honor
the literati. As it requires a cultivated ear to appreciate the sophistication and
subtlety, qin and its music are mostly associated with the Chinese elite class
throughout history.
Sheng imitates the sound of qin at the end of the first movement of Four
Movements for Piano Trio (example 3.4).

21

Penyeh Tsao, “Synopsis of Traditional Chinese (1): Instrumental Music and Folk Song of
the Han Nationality,” http://www.worldmusic.or.kr/intro/kswmactivity/journal/wmlab/Tsao1.htm
(accessed August 25, 2009).
22

Yung, “Qin,” 159.
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Example 3.4. Sheng, Four Movements for Piano Trio, first movement, mm.
39-42. Copyright © 1990 by G. Schirmer, Inc. (ASCAP). International
Copyright Secured. All Rights Reserved. Used by permission.

At measure 39, Sheng instructs the pianist to “use the finger tip to tap the string inside
the piano. Make sure to strike the string forcefully so the result sounds mp.” The
composer concludes the last movement with the same technique. The incorporation
of the sound of qin is another example of how Sheng fuses Chinese elements into a
Western musical genre.
Overview of Chinese Folksong
Besides playing instrumental music, people in rural Chinese society
participate in folk singing. Folksong varies by different region and occasion, as it is
mostly sung in local dialects. Researchers distinguish four major folksong categories:
shange (mountain song), tiange (field song), haozi (work song), and xiaodiao
(literally means “small tune”).23
According to Sheng, it is the folklore tradition that constantly inspires him. In
Four Movements for Piano Trio, the second movement is inspired by a joyful Sichuan
folksong, while the fourth movement is an adaptation of the Shaanxi folksong
Sanshilipu (<<三十里鋪>>). Folk- dance rhythm can be traced in the last movement
23

Jianzhong Qiao, “Folk Song in China,” in The Garland Encyclopedia of World Music,

7:150.
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of Tibetan Dance. This section begins with a brief discussion of Chinese folksong,
followed by Sheng’s studies of Qinghai folksong, and an overview of Tibetan dance
and music.
Mountain song, shange, is mainly sung solo during agricultural work. It
features improvised melodies and free rhythms. The melodic contour often reflects
the regional geographical characteristics. For example, in the mountainous Tibetan
region, the melodies tend to be more expansive and unrestrained. The wide tonal
range with large leaps and frequent embellishments resembles the magnificent
plateaus surrounding the performer.24 The lyrics often depict the beauty of village
scenery.
Field song, tiange, is a folk genre of the rice-growing area in southern China.
Village singers, often in duet, sing about historical stories and folk tales to entertain
farmers during planting seasons. Cymbals or drums are used occasionally for
accompaniment. Haozi (work song) is a term for the rhythmic cries made while
working outdoors. Simple and repetitive chanting helps organize physical movements
like agriculture, animal husbandry, and construction. Haozi is often chanted in call
and response style. Mao Jizeng recalled a Tibetan work song:
One evening in the early summer of 1957, at the Dahu monastery in Lhasa, the
author saw a group of construction workers (male and female) working on a
roof. In the glow of the sunset, hearing their sonorous, beautiful voices and
seeing their robust, dancelike movements, I found it difficult to say whether
this was a scene from a work of art or a moment in real life. The singing had
attracted a crowd of people who were watching, listening, and admiring it all
in a kind of daze. To this day, the sounds and the scene are unforgettable.25
Xiaodiao (“small tune”) is popular mainly in southern China. It is described
as smooth, lyrical solo song, often sung indoors by a gentle female singer and
24

Jizeng Mao, “The Traditional Music of Tibet,” in The Garland Encyclopedia of World
Music, 7:74.
25

Jizeng Mao, “The Traditional Music of Tibet,” 474.
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accompanied by instruments like the erhu (Chinese bowed instrument with two
strings) or a small ensemble. Xiaodiao features an instrumental introduction,
followed by vocal decoration and embellishment of the basic melody, which is known
as jiahua (literally “add flowers”).26 It results in a vocal style that is easily
recognizable by the local people.27
Bright Sheng’s Study of Qinghai Folksong
Bright Sheng began to collect Qinghai folksongs during the Cultural
Revolution. Regardless of race and religion, Qinghai people actively participate in
the regional folksong hua’er (literally translated as “flower song”); hence there is a
great diversity in style.28 Sheng was fascinated by the hua’er. In discussing the love
song of Qinghai, he wrote, “it was for my writing that I was drawn to the beauty, the
savageness and the sensuality of hua’er.”29
His continuous study of the structure and the socio-cultural context of the
folksong enabled him to gain insight into the diverse culture of Qinghai.30 Sheng
recalled: “I started collecting folksongs, including hua’er, which is sung in one of the
provincial dialects. I did not realize then what a great influence this folk music would
have on me. To this day, Qinghai folk music is a strong inspiration in my writing.”31
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30

Chang, “The Music of Bright Sheng: Expressions of Cross-Cultural Experience” (accessed
July 17, 2009).
31

Harper, “An Interview with Bright Sheng” (accessed May 10, 2011).

26

Similar to shange, hua’er is sung in the mountains or woods, or during hua’er
singing festivals. It is sung by two lovers who are far apart from each other in calland-response style. They begin to sing as they approach each other from the other
side of the mountain or across a valley. Falsetto singing is needed particularly for
male singers as the high register voice travels farther in open areas.32
The content of hua’er encompasses many subjects, but the songs are mostly
about love or intimate relationships. In contrast to the conservative nature of most
Chinese music, hua’er is known for its sexually seductive and flirtatious content.33 In
poetry or folksongs from other regions of China, a direct expression of love and sex is
considered shameful and disgraceful. It is considered “bad taste” to directly express
appreciation of physical beauty; poetic metaphor or an objective third person is
needed instead.34 In the lyrics of hua’er, not only is the first or second person used,
but explicit terms like “my heart,” “my lovely flesh” or even “my boy’s little piece of
meat” are used to show admiration. As Bright Sheng noted, this frank sexuality is
unparalleled anywhere else in China. The flirtatious subjects of the hua’er are
considered unfit and even pornographic within the Chinese moral tradition, hence, it
has earned the nick name yege (wild songs). Even in Qinghai, it is considered
inappropriate for the elderly and young children.35 Hua’er may not be directly
recognizable in the trios, but it is distilled in the freedom and the festive, extroverted
style of the second movement of the Four Movements for Piano Trio.
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Sheng, “The Love Songs of Qinghai” (accessed July 14, 2009).

33

Sheng, “The Love Songs of Qinghai” (accessed July 14, 2009).
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Chang, “The Music of Bright Sheng: Expressions of Cross-Cultural Experience” (accessed
July 17, 2009).
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In contrast to hua’er, there is the more respectable jia song. Literally, jia
means “home,” but it also has the implication of “formal” and “cultured.” Jia songs
are considered socially appropriate and are often performed at weddings, funerals, and
other festivities. Jia songs can also be accompanied by the drum, dragon and lion
dances, and martial arts displays.36
Tibetan Music and Dance
Tibet has a rich tradition of folk music and religious music, and dance plays an
essential role in both. Tibetan folksong is mostly pentatonic; it often has a wide
melodic compass of a ninth to a twelfth, which may reflect the mountainous
landscape of the Tibetan plateaus. Bright Sheng uses the wide leap in the opening of
the first movement of Tibetan Dance. The violin and clarinet begin the piece with a
major seventh, followed by the piano with a minor ninth at measure 3.
Tibetan folksongs are often accompanied by drum beats in steady duple
rhythm.37 In an ensemble, there are common rhythmic patterns of percussion
instruments, which can be seen in example 3.5.38

Example 3.5. Common rhythmic patterns for percussion in a Tibetan
ensemble. T. Howard Somervell, “The Music of Tibet,” The Musical Times
64, no. 960 (February 1, 1923): 108.
36

Sheng, “The Love Songs of Qinghai” (accessed July 16, 2009).
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Ter Ellingson-Waugh, “Musical Flight in Tibet,” Asian Music 5, no. 2 (1974): 22.
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T. Howard Somervell, “The Music of Tibet,” The Musical Times 64, no. 960 (February 1,
1923): 108.
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Bright Sheng integrates the steady drum beats into the last movement of Tibetan
Dance (example 3.6):

Example 3.6. Sheng, Tibetan Dance, third movement, mm. 1-5 (Milwaukee,
WI: G. Schirmer Inc., 2006), used with permission. Copyright © 2006 by G.
Schirmer, Inc. (ASCAP). International Copyright Secured. All Rights
Reserved. Used by permission.
The movement begins with tapping on the violin soundboard in pp, followed by the
low C1 on the piano in ppp. The striking of the low register at the piano imitates the
drum beats and the dance steps, and continues to add excitement as the music
develops.
Howard Somervell, one of the mountaineers of the British Mount Everest
Expedition in 1922, notated the chants of the Tibetan monks (example 3.7):39

Example 3.7. Chants of the Tibetan monks as notated by Howard Somervell.
T. Howard Somervell, “The Music of Tibet,” The Musical Times 64, no. 960
(February 1, 1923): 107.

39

Somervell, “The Music of Tibet,” 107.
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There are two distinctive characteristics in this musical example: the leaps of a perfect
fifth and an augmented fifth, and the unconventional non-metrical grouping of the
chanting notes. In the last movement of the Tibetan Dance, Sheng creates similar
rhythmic irregularities through the use of cross bar-line rhythm (example 3.8):

Example 3.8. Sheng, Tibetan Dance, third movement, mm. 6-10. Copyright
© 2006 by G. Schirmer, Inc. (ASCAP). International Copyright Secured. All
Rights Reserved. Used by permission.

Somervell recalled that “the Tibetan music that we heard divides itself into
three sections. First, the airs are sung by the people and played by fiddlers; second,
the chanting of the lamas; and third, the orchestral music of the temples.”40 The three
styles can be explained as symbolizing the cosmological ideology originated from the
pre-Buddhism indigenous belief, in which the universe has three levels—heaven,
earth, and underworld.41
The three styles create a three-part musical structure in nangma, “the classical
music of Tibet.”42 Pieces of this type begin with an instrumental prelude, followed by
a slow vocal section known as dal-gzhas. Dal-gzhas is the main body of nangma, in
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Somervell, “The Music of Tibet,” 107.
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Ellingson-Waugh, “Musical Flight in Tibet,” 22.
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Carole Pegg et al, “Tibetan Music,” in Grove Music Online,
http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com (accessed September 4, 2009).
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which the melody is elegant; its rhythm is smooth and steady. The lyrics are basically
in six-syllable phrases; words can be inserted to balance the lines. The subjects can
vary from greetings and good wishes to religious praises. The last section is a dance
called mgyogs-gzhas. It is joyous and quick; the singer-dancers stand on a long
wooden board to stamp out a sprightly rhythm, along with invitational expressions
like flowing hands and bowing gestures.43 Following the practice of a three-part
structure, Sheng’s Tibetan Dance consists of three movements, in which the last
movement is titled “Tibetan Dance.” An interesting correlation that can be drawn
here is that Sheng uses a form that is in both Chinese and Western music, and there
are many significant interpretations of the three-part structure, ranging from ternary
form to religious affiliation such as the trinity, harmony, perfect unity, etc. This is yet
another example of how Sheng combines the elements of Western and Chinese music,
very different but sharing many characteristics.
Folk dances such as sgor-gzhas and bro are popular group dances in central
and eastern Tibet respectively. Sgor-gzhas is characterized by its energetic high steps
and cheering along with accompaniment by drums and lutes.44 Bro has exaggerated
large movements with performers in long-sleeved costumes. Usually the song is sung
in a high and loud voice with accompaniment as well.45 Vernacular song-and-dance
often links to ceremony, social gatherings, and festivals. Tibetan folksong is
occasionally accompanied by gling-bu (flute) and chordophones like sgra-snyan (lute)
and pi-wang (fiddle) are used for dance accompaniment. Both Howard Somervell and
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Jizeng Mao, “The Traditional Music of Tibet,” 474; Pegg et al, “Tibetan Music.”

44

Ellen Pearlman, Tibetan Sacred Dance: A Journey into the Religious and Folk Traditions
(Rochester, VT: Inner Traditions, 2002), 160-61.
45

Pegg et al, “Tibetan music.”

31

Ter Ellingson-Waugh pointed out the importance of drums in Tibetan folk music.46
There are drums of all sizes, which include chos rnga (pole drum, with a second layer
of skin and an external vertical handle); phyed rnga (one-sided frame drum); and
damaru (hourglass-shaped drum made of the top of a human skull) among others.
Religious music involves sacred dance and chanting of liturgy. Monastic ritual
employs various musical instruments to provide the dance beats and melodic
passages. An ensemble can include a pair of dung-chen (figure 3.3)—the long,
straight metal trumpet to provide sustained bass drones as foundational tone, a pair of
rgya-gling—double-reed shawms to play the melody, and percussive instruments like
rol mo (cymbals) and rgna (drum).47

Figure 3.3. Ernst Schäfer. Tibetexpedition, Mönche blasen Tuben.
1938/1939. Deutsches Bundesarchiv (German Federal Archive), Build 135-S16-09-12. JPG Image, 800 × 572 pixels.
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Music_of_Tibet (accessed June 10, 2011).
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Somervell, “The Music of Tibet,” 107; Ellingson-Waugh, “Musical Flight in Tibet,” 17.
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Lobsang P. Lhalungpa, “Tibetan Music: Secular and Sacred,” in Asian Music 1, no. 2
(Autumn 1969), 2-10; Carole Pegg et al, “Tibetan music.”
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Other Influences on Sheng’s Music
After his undergraduate degree at Shanghai Conservatory in 1982, Bright
Sheng came to the United States to continue his studies and to seek artistic freedom.
Sheng’s experience in the United States is significantly different from his life in
China. During his studies in Shanghai he had become familiar with Béla Bartók, and
he later acknowledged Bartók’s influence on his creative process. He studied
composition and conducting with Leonard Bernstein from 1985. Sheng has absorbed
Western compositional technique, and continues to explore new sounds by fusing
Chinese and Western elements into his work.
Leonard Bernstein
Leonard Bernstein was praised throughout his life as a complete musician: he
was a distinguished composer, conductor, pianist, author, and educator. His daughter
Jamie Bernstein recalled that Bernstein was proudest of his own achievements as a
teacher. She wrote that “Bernstein’s greatest gift was his ability to convey his own
excitement about music.”48 His insight into music makes him equally successful as a
composer. According to John Mauceri, Bernstein was one of the few composers who
could “capture their time and became an iconic voice of their age.” His voice is best
represented in West Side Story, where the sounds of “urban” and “urbane” America
are projected.49 Commenting on Bernstein’s achievement, Ned Rorem summarized,
“if he was not a composer he would not be the world’s best conductor.”50
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Jamie Bernstein, “Leonard Bernstein: A Born Teacher,” in Leonard Bernstein,
http://www.leonardbernstein.com/educator.htm (accessed June 27, 2011).
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John Mauceri, “Bernstein as Composer,” in Leonard Bernstein,
http://www.leonardbernstein.com/composer.htm (accessed June 27, 2011).
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Ned Rorem, “Leonard Bernstein (An Appreciation),” Tempo 175 (December 1990): 6-9.
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Bernstein’s encouraging words to Bright Sheng truly reflect his personal
experience: “Fusion? Everything in music is fusion. Stravinsky is fusion.
Shostakovich is fusion. Debussy is fusion. Brahms is fusion … I’m fusion. Of
course it’s possible.”51 Fusion has become the guiding force to Sheng’s career as a
composer. In Sheng’s compositions, we can trace the fusion of Chinese folk music
with Western classical music. In fact, Sheng follows Bernstein’s footsteps as a
teacher, conductor, and pianist.
Béla Bartók
Sheng repeatedly mentions the influence of Béla Bartók on his compositions.
In an interview with Michelle Harper in The Journal of the International Institute in
1999, Sheng commented that “Bartók’s music is very unique and important to me. I
really feel that the so-called ‘roughness’ of folk music is part of its beauty.”52 In the
interview with Ann McCutchan, Sheng noted:
I mentioned Bartók as one of my models, especially the way he fuses East
European folk music with the high cultured Germanic musical traditions.
Using folk or secular elements in a composition started at the beginning of
Western history. But what makes Bartók’s music great is that he managed to
keep the primitiveness and savageness of these folk elements as well as the
refined quality in the classical tradition. The result enriches both. That is not
easy to do. A composer must understand both sides in great profundity. Then
when these two seemingly opposites meet at their most original end, a true
transformation occurs. This is the very goal I am striving to achieve.53
Béla Bartók was not only a composer but also a pioneer in folk music
research. In the essay “Folk Songs of Hungary” (1928), Bartók pointed out, “we must
remember that in our cities, among the so-called cultured classes, this incredibly vast
treasure of folk music was entirely unknown; the fact that music of this kind existed
51

Full Biography of Bright Sheng. http://www.schirmer.com/composers/sheng_bio.html
(accessed September 10, 2009).
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McCutchan, The Muse that Sings: Composers Speak about the Creative Process, 209.
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was not even suspected.”54 He collected more than 10,000 folksongs55 in Eastern
Europe and North Africa in the early twentieth century, and wrote many essays on
folk music of different regions.
He placed a high value on folk music, “according to the way I feel, a genuine
peasant melody of our land is a musical example of a perfected art. … [A] melody of
this kind is a classic example of the expression of a musical thought in its most
conceivably concise form.”56 Bartók argued that art music should have its origin in a
folk tradition. In “The Influence of Peasant Music on Modern Music” (1931), he
noted, “there have always been folk music influences on the higher types of art
music.”57
More importantly, Bartók addressed the significance of acquiring the “spirit”
of folk music in order to compose under its influence. For example, in the article
“The Relation of Folk Song to the Development of the Art Music of Our Time”
(1921), he noted that:
When I speak of the influence of peasant music, I do not mean as it were a
mere whitewash of it, nor the mere adaptation of peasant melodies or snatches
of melodies and their piecemeal incorporation in musical works, but rather the
expression of the real spirit of the music of any particular people which is so
hard to render in words.58
Later in “The Folk Songs of Hungary,” he wrote:
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I should, in fact, stress one point: in our case it was not a question of merely
taking unique melodies in any way whatsoever, and then incorporating them
—or fragments of them—in our works, there to develop them according to the
traditionally established custom. This would have been mere craftsmanship,
and could have led to no new and unified style. What we had to do was to
grasp the spirit of this hitherto unknown music and to make this spirit
(difficult to describe in words) the basis of our works.59
Without a composer grasping their spirit, peasant music motives “will only lend our
music nothing but some new ornaments; nothing more.”60 However, he also noted
that it is very difficult to describe the spirit of peasant music through writing.61
Bartók was also very well aware of the challenges of adapting folk elements
for his compositions. In the essay “The Significance of Folk Music” (1931), he
wrote:
Many people think it a comparatively easy task to write a composition round
folk melodies. A lesser achievement at least than a composition on “original”
themes. Because, they think, the composer is relieved of part of the work: the
invention of themes. This way of thinking is completely erroneous. To
handle folk melodies is one of the most difficult tasks; equally difficult if not
more so than to write a major original composition. If we keep in mind that
borrowing a melody means being bound by its individual peculiarity we shall
understand one part of the difficulty. Another is created by the special
character of a folk melody. We must penetrate into it, feel it, and bring it out
in sharp contours by the appropriate setting. The composition round a folk
melody must be done in a “propitious hour” or —as is generally said—it must
be a work of inspiration just as much as any other composition.62
Bartók suggested that the ideal way to compose with the flavor of folk music is to
capture the atmosphere of peasant music, rather than adapting or imitating peasant
melodies. In this case, the composer has completely absorbed the idiom of peasant
music, which has become his musical mother tongue.63
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Following the same path, Bright Sheng made a trip to the ancient Silk Road
regions of China to collect folk music in 2000. Sheng recalls: “the result was both
fascinating and eye-opening. Not only was I profoundly touched by the beautiful
music from the region, I also realized how significantly the music of different ethnic
groups has been inspiring and infiltrating each other for thousands of years.”64 Sheng
continued the field trip research in October to December 2008, travelling from
Vietnam to southwest China. This continued artistic development helped Sheng
solidify his compositional voice.
As the artistic advisor of The Silk Road Project, Sheng composed The Song
and Dance of Tears in 2003. It is a quadruple concerto written for a fusion of
Chinese and Western instruments—sheng, pipa, piano, and cello with orchestra. It is
based on several Chinese folksongs that he collected during the first research trip in
2000. Sheng noted: “I did not attempt to re-create the scenes and music I heard
during the trip. Rather, the work serves as an evocation of the impression and
emotions that stayed with me deeply.”65
Though Bartók is not the only composer with a significant impact on Sheng,
the Hungarian composer’s thorough studies in folk music and the extent to which he
incorporated indigenous folk elements into his compositions have been influential.66
Many contemporary Chinese composers assert their identity as ethnic Chinese by
drawing on traditional Chinese music: pentatonic modes, fusion of folk music with
Western classical music genres, harmony, and instrumentation. Composers such as
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Tan Dun and Chen Yi expressed in various ways their indebtedness to the heritage of
Béla Bartók’s music.67 Bright Sheng deeply appreciates Bartók’s position and respect
for the careful use of folk melodies in composition. In the article “Bartók, the
Chinese Composer,” he wrote:
This is nationalism in its truest sense. It is why Bartók’s music has such
strong resonance in the music of some Chinese composers like myself. It is
the spirit of his approach to composition and the essence of his deep
understanding of both the folk and classical tradition that I find meaningful …
A true musical fusion can only happen at its deepest level when both elements
retain their original qualities, and when the composer possesses the most
profound understanding and knowledge of both cultures.68
As Peter Chang suggested, Sheng is creative in the choice of his compositional
resources as he attempts to fuse Chinese folksongs, poetry, and theatrical singing
styles in his works. He also put together seemingly incompatible instruments to
create a unique sonority, and his eclectic approach can transcend cultural boundaries
as well as evoke emotions.69
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CHAPTER 4
MUSICAL ANALYSIS
This chapter will demonstrate, through an analysis of Four Movements for
Piano Trio and Tibetan Dance, how Bright Sheng fuses Chinese and Western
elements in his music. In the chapter’s first section, the musical language of Four
Movements for Piano Trio will be examined. In Four Movements for Piano Trio,
Sheng applies the traditional Chinese pentatonic mode in several contemporary ways.
The pitch class set [0, 2, 5, 7] is drawn from the pentatonic mode; and Sheng uses it as
a unifying element for the entire composition.1 The composer uses several pentatonic
scales simultaneously which results in polytonality. The rhythmic pattern as well as
the compositional technique “Chinese sequence” in the third movement, and how
Sheng transcribed the piano solo My Song into Four Movements for Piano Trio, will
be discussed in this section.
The second section is an analysis of Tibetan Dance. Sheng uses a
combination of pentatonic modes to construct chromatic melodies in the first and the
last movements. He also treats rhythm in an individual manner, with rhythms
crossing bar lines in the second and third movements. Several compositional
techniques in Four Movements for Piano Trio can be found in Tibetan Dance as well.
Four Movements for Piano Trio
Formal Structure
The first movement of Four Movements for Piano Trio is in ternary A-B-A'
form, yet it has a strong improvisational character. The A section encompasses
measures 1 to 13. The music begins with silently pressing down the tetrachord D♭-

1

Wendy Wen-Ki Lee, “Unpacking Aspects of Musical Influence in Three Piano Works by
Chinese Composers,” (PhD diss., University of Michigan, 2006), 32.
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E♭-G♭-A♭ with the sostenuto pedal at the piano. This section consists of two
phrases: the piano introduces the first phrase (mm. 1-6), and the strings play the
second (mm. 7-13). The B section, measures 14-29, calls for a slightly quicker
tempo at ♪ = 60. The intensity increases with poco accelerando (m. 14) and
crescendo (mm. 15-17). The climax has a quicker tempo (♪ = 63, m. 17), octaves at
the piano (mm. 18-19), faster rhythmic pace, and ff (mm. 18-22) in all three parts.
The A' section begins at measure 30 and returns to the original tempo ♪ = 54
(m. 29). Like the A section, the A' also consists of thirteen measures, and the two
sections have a similar texture. The melody of the piano in A' resembles the opening
theme, and the strings play harmonics to the end (m. 42). In this section, Sheng
marks these thirteen measures as one extended phrase, and the tempo winds down to
♪=

52 (m. 35), with a poco rit at measure 39.
Sheng noted that the second movement is inspired by a joyful folksong from

Sichuan. The movement is highly rhythmic and it captures the festive atmosphere. It
can be divided into six sections. The first, measures 1-16, begins with E♭ pentatonic
(E♭-F-G-B♭-C). Rapid thirty-second notes in the style of perpetual motion dominate
this section in the piano part (example 4.1):

Example 4.1. Sheng, Four Movements for Piano Trio, second movement,
mm. 1-3. Copyright © 1990 by G. Schirmer, Inc. (ASCAP). International
Copyright Secured. All Rights Reserved. Used by permission.
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The second section, measures 17-36, begins with the striking of the low A1 with fff on
the piano. Sheng uses contrapuntal writing as well as many tetrachords in this
section. After the F# pentatonic (F#-G#-A#-C#-D#) at measures 17 and 18, he uses
tetrachord E-F#-B-C# at measure 19; this tetrachord overlaps with E♭-F-A♭-B♭ in
the lower voice of the piano and D♭-E♭-A♭-B♭ in the cello at measure 20 (example
4.2).

Example 4.2. Sheng, Four Movements for Piano Trio, second movement,
mm. 18-21. Copyright © 1990 by G. Schirmer, Inc. (ASCAP). International
Copyright Secured. All Rights Reserved. Used by permission.

A complete pentatonic mode does not appear until measure 26, where it is heard in
the violin. When these tetrachords overlap, bitonality and half-step relationships
result. In this section, the piano plays the eighth-note melody while the strings play
the sixteenth-note accompaniment in pizzicato.
The third section, measures 37-42, is a variation of the first section. It
resembles the opening theme with the same E♭ pentatonic and thirty-second notes,
this time in pp for the strings and ppp for the piano. The fourth section, measures 4248, is a shorter version of the second section. The eighth-note melody is now in the
strings, while the piano has the sixteenth-note accompaniment. In these two sections,

41

Sheng continues to develop the use of bitonality, for example, B pentatonic in the
cello and the lower voice of the piano is played against the tetrachord C-D-F-G at
measure 38; G♭ pentatonic in the violin and the upper voice of the piano is played
against the tetrachord C-D-F-G in measures 43-48.
The fifth section, measures 49-69, is the climax of this movement (example
4.3). It is marked

= 72 and poco piu mosso. It is an extended variation of the first

section; not only is it the longest section of this movement, but also all three parts are
playing thirty-second notes a minor second higher than the first section.

Example 4.3. Sheng, Four Movements for Piano Trio, second movement,
mm. 49-51. Copyright © 1990 by G. Schirmer, Inc. (ASCAP). International
Copyright Secured. All Rights Reserved. Used by permission.

Sheng uses the tetrachord B♭-C-E♭-F for the coda (mm. 70-74) for all three parts.
Since the last note is E♭, it can be viewed as implying E♭ pentatonic, and it matches
with the opening tonality.
The third movement is the longest among the four movements, and Sheng uses
polytonality, “Chinese sequence,” and ostinato-like rhythmic pattern to construct this
movement (see the next sections “Polytonal chromaticism,” “Chinese sequence” and
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“Rhythmic organization for the third movement” for further analysis). It can be
divided into four sections. The first section is from measures 1 to 60, which can be
further subdivided into three parts: the first, measures 1- 29; the second, measures 3040; and the third, measures 41-60. In the opening, the violin begins with a dyad G-A
in the form of melodic ostinato and syncopated rhythm (example 4.4):

Example 4.4. Sheng, Four Movements for Piano Trio, third movement, mm.
1-5. Copyright © 1990 by G. Schirmer, Inc. (ASCAP). International
Copyright Secured. All Rights Reserved. Used by permission.

The cello and piano outline the tetrachord C#-D#-F#-G# The full tetrachord does not
appear until measure 12; the instruments begin with F# and G#, add D# in measure 5
then C# in measure 12. Although this tetrachord can imply B pentatonic (B-C#-D#F#-G#) or F# pentatonic (F#-G#-A#-C#-D#), Sheng does not develop it into either
one in this section.2 Throughout this section the cello and piano accompany the violin
with short syncopated accents. The action of the driving dance is primarily in the
violin part. Because of the thin texture, the dissonant accents from the piano and cello
are poignant and heighten the rhythmic excitement.

2

This tonal ambiguity is also typical in Béla Bartók’s music, examples can be found in the
last movement of String Quartet No. 4.
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The next subsection (mm. 30-40) is developed from the opening section with
the use of Chinese sequence. It begins with the violin transposed a major second up
to play the dyad A-B, while G# resolves to A at the piano. Sheng constructs a
melodic ostinato for the cello, playing the tetrachord E♭-G♭-A♭-B♭. Following the
previous subsections, this subsection highlights the bi-tonality between violin and
cello as in the previous section. The piano continues to play in octaves to double
either the violin or the cello part. The cello begins to play steady sixteenth notes and
with less syncopation. The cello and violin are in close proximity with one another
with the detaché style of articulation, and the bi-tonality comes to surface more.
In the third subsection (mm. 41-60, example 4.5), the violin and cello begin
with D♭-E♭. Both voices then play the enharmonic C#-D# (D♭-E♭), and B is added
to outline B pentatonic (m. 44 in cello; m. 45 in violin) this time. G# and F# are
added later in the cello in measures 50 and 52 respectively. The piano is based on the
tetrachord D-E-G-A, which can imply C pentatonic (C-D-E-G-A) or G pentatonic (GA-B-D-E). Sheng is layering the dance through sequencing: first the violin has the
activity; then cello joins the violin with different rhythms; and finally the piano is
incorporated with steady eighth notes.
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Example 4.5. Sheng, Four Movements for Piano Trio, third movement, mm.
41-52. Copyright © 1990 by G. Schirmer, Inc. (ASCAP). International
Copyright Secured. All Rights Reserved. Used by permission.

The second section is a transitional area encompassing measures 61 to 81.
The piano takes over the sixteenth notes from the violin and cello. Following the B
pentatonic from the previous section, the piano plays the tetrachord F#-G#-B-C# in
the upper voice, while the lower voice plays the tetrachord G-A-C-D (example 4.6).
As these two voices are based on two tetrachords that are a semitone apart, half step
or tritone intervals occur frequently.
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Example 4.6. Sheng, Four Movements for Piano Trio, third movement, mm.
59-63. Copyright © 1990 by G. Schirmer, Inc. (ASCAP). International
Copyright Secured. All Rights Reserved. Used by permission.

In this section, tension continues to build as the beat is further subdivided from eighth
notes to sixteenth notes. The busy sixteenth notes combined with crescendo markings
as well as the piano part starting in the lower notes of the keyboard and gradually
move up until measure 74 sets up an exciting climax in the following section (see
examples 4.18 and 4.19 for more information on how Sheng constructs this section).
The third section, measures 82-117, is the climax of this movement. Sheng
uses fff for all three parts at measure 82, with the combination of two tetrachords (DE-A♮- B♮ and E♭-F-A♭- B♭, mm. 82-83) to form chromatic intervals, thus create
tension (example 4.7). The combination of tetrachords gives the sound of tone
cluster. At measure 84, the tetrachords C-D-F-G and B-C#-E-F# play against the
piano.
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Example 4.7. Sheng, Four Movements for Piano Trio, third movement, mm.
82-84. Copyright © 1990 by G. Schirmer, Inc. (ASCAP). International
Copyright Secured. All Rights Reserved. Used by permission.

The final section extends from measures 117 to 134. Sheng keeps the use of
tetrachord in this section. The tetrachord D♮-E♮-G-A♮	
 is reduced into a dyad G-A
from measure 123, which recalls the opening dyad G-A.
The last movement is titled “Nostalgia,” and it is the only movement that
bears a title. Sheng adapted the Chinese folksong Sanshilipu (<<三十里鋪>>) from
Shaanxi province (example 4.8):

Example 4.8. Sanshilipu, http://news.xinhuanet.com/book/200404/22/content_1433871.htm (accessed July 17, 2011).
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This movement can be divided into two sections plus a coda. The first section (mm.
1-15) is the transcription of the song in C major, in which measures 1-8 are in C
pentatonic and measures 9-12 are in F pentatonic. The accompaniment of the song
has different material that is concurrent in all three instruments, which can be viewed
in two different ways: the violin mimics the folk tune and plays the tetrachord C-D-GA in harmonics; the cello and the countermelody at the lower voice of the piano part
play in B pentatonic. The low A# at measures 14 and 15 in the piano serves as a pivot
chord, which will be resolved a fifth lower to D# in the next section at measure 16.
Sheng transposes the song up a major 9th in measures 16-31 for the piano. The
violin plays D6-E6-D6 in harmonics, while the cello plays the tetrachord F#-G#-C#D#. The piano plays the drone in D#, in measures 16-26; the middle voice keeps the
tetrachord F#-G#-C#-D# in measures 16-22. When E# is added in measure 25, the
tetrachord is shifted to C# pentatonic (C#-D#-E#-G#-A#). A coda (mm. 31-37) is
added after the second section (example 4.9):

Example 4.9. Sheng, Four Movements for Piano Trio, fourth movement, mm.
31-37. Copyright © 1990 by G. Schirmer, Inc. (ASCAP). International
Copyright Secured. All Rights Reserved. Used by permission.

In the coda, the cello and piano share the same notes D♭-C-B♭-A♭, which is the only
place Sheng uses a diatonic scale with a downward half-step in the entire trio. In
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addition, the cello plays in pizzicato while the piano taps the strings inside the piano,
resemble the ending measures (mm. 39-41) of the first movement, imitating the
sound of the Chinese zither, qin.3 Sheng concludes the piece in a tritone relationship:
the violin keeps the D harmonics while the bottom voice of the piano plays the A♭.
Pentatonic Scales and Pitch Class Set [0, 2, 5, 7]
Pentatonic scales are prominent in Four Movements for Piano Trio. The pitch
class set [0, 2, 5, 7] can be drawn from a pentatonic scale. For example, in C
pentatonic mode (C-D-E-G-A), the pitch class set [0, 2, 5, 7] will be namely G-A-CD. Béla Bartók used this pitch class set [0, 2, 5, 7] in the first movement of his String
Quartet No. 5 (example 4.10):

Example 4.10. Béla Bartók, String Quartet No. 5, first movement, mm. 9-10
(Vienna: Universal Edition, 1936).

At measures 9 and 10, Bartók uses D♭-E♭-G♭-A♭ in viola and cello part, which
forms the pitch class set [0, 2, 5, 7].
The tetrachord D♭-E♭-G♭-A♭ can be viewed as a unifying component for
Bright Sheng’s piano trio. Sheng uses the tetrachord D♭-E♭-G♭-A♭ to begin the
piece. It is played by silently pressing down the keys with the sostenuto pedal, which
is held down throughout the movement. As the first movement ends on D♭, the
tetrachord functioned as a unifying element for the first movement.
3

See Chapter 3, page 21-22 for more information on qin.
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Though the second movement begins with E♭ pentatonic, the tetrachord D♭E♭-G♭-A♭ continues to play an important role. In the second section (mm. 17-18),
the piano plays F# pentatonic, which is enharmonically G♭ pentatonic (G♭-A♭-B♭D♭-E♭). Similarly, the violin plays C#-D#-F#-G# in the fourth section (mm. 43-48),
which is the enharmonic spelling of D♭-E♭-G♭-A♭. Sheng continues to use the
tetrachord C#-D#-F#-G# for cello and piano in the first section of the third
movement, as well as the cello accompaniment and the countermelody at the piano of
the last movement. As the tetrachord D♭-E♭-G♭-A♭ repeatedly appears in all four
movements, it serves as a unifying element for the entire trio.
Sheng treats the relationship between the pentatonic scale and the pitch class
set [0, 2, 5, 7] in another way as well. The tetrachord is laid out first, and then the
composer develops it into a pentatonic mode by adding one more note. In this way,
one pitch class set can imply two pentatonic scales until the composer clarifies the
tonality. The opening tetrachord D♭-E♭-G♭-A♭ of the first movement is ambiguous,
because it can imply C♭ pentatonic (C♭-D♭-E♭-G♭-A♭) or G♭ pentatonic (G♭-A♭B♭-D♭-E♭). However, the sounds of the opening measures lean toward D♭
pentatonic. At measure 10, the violin changes to C♭ pentatonic and the piano to G♭
pentatonic. In the climax section of the second movement, the parallel fifths B♭-E♭
(m. 49) and C-F (m. 57) in the drone form the tetrachord B♭-C-E♭-F. This
tetrachord does not resolve until the coda section at measure 70.4
At the beginning of the third movement, the tetrachord F#-G#-C#-D# in the
piano and cello can imply B pentatonic (B-C#-D#-F#-G#) or F# pentatonic (F#-G#-

4

Ren-Ping Qian 錢仁平, “Sheng Zongliang ‘wei gangqin sanchongzou er zuo de sige
yuezhang’de jiegou tujing,” 盛宗亮 <<為鋼琴三重奏而作的四個樂章>> 的結 構途徑 [The Structure
of Bright Sheng’s Four Movements for Piano Trio], in Huangzhong (Journal of Wuhan Music
Conservatory) 黃鍾武漢音樂學院學報 3 (1998): 84.
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A#-C#-D#). However, Sheng did not indicate the mode until its recurrence at
measure 44, when he added B to complete the B pentatonic mode. Similarly, in the
fourth movement, B is not added to the accompaniment until measure 10 to specify
the use of B pentatonic.
Polytonal Chromaticism
Bartók coined the term “polymodal chromaticism” to describe “the technique
of using a number of chromatic pitches within a relatively short time span in such a
way that individual subsets are at all times identifiable as belonging to one or another
of the diatonic modes based upon the same tonic note.”5 Bartók explained the term in
his Harvard Lectures (1943), “[it] can only be interpreted as the ingredients of the
various modes used simultaneously and at a given time… These [chromaticized]
degrees have absolutely no chordal function; on the contrary, they have a diatonicmelodic function.”6
Bartók applied polymodal chromaticism in the first piece of his Six Dances in
Bulgarian Rhythm (example 4.11):

5

Ivan F Waldbauer, “Polymodal Chromaticism and Tonal Plan in the First of Bartók’s Six
Dances in Bulgarian Rhythm,” in Studia Musicologica Academiae Scientiarum Hungaricae, 32, no. 1/4
(1990): 243.
6

Béla Bartók, “Harvard Lectures (1943)” in Béla Bartók Essays, ed. Benjamin Suchoff (New
York: St. Martin’s Press, 1976): 376.
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Example 4.11. Béla Bartók, Six Dances in Bulgarian Rhythm 1, mm. 1-8,
Mikrokosmos Book 6, No. 148 (New York: Boosey & Hawkes, 1987).

The mode of the melody (m. 4) is E Phrygian; but the ostinato accompaniment is in E
major, thus clashing with the melody.
Within a single pentatonic scale, chromatic intervals —semitone or tritone—
cannot be formed. Sheng creates dissonances by means of bitonality or polytonality.
He uses more than one pentatonic scale simultaneously in different voices, so
chromatic intervals can be formed vertically. Frequent appearances of dissonances
heighten the intensity; the rapid change of tonality also increases the dramatic effect
in music.
Polytonality can be found in every movement of Four Movements for Piano
Trio. In the first movement, Sheng uses three pentatonic scales from measures 11 to
16: the violin is in G♭ pentatonic, the cello in D♭ pentatonic and the piano in C♭
pentatonic (example 4.12). Though these three pentatonic scales have D♭, E♭ and
A♭ in common, intervals outside a single pentatonic scale can still be found.
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Example 4.12. Sheng, Four Movements for Piano Trio, first movement, mm.
10-13. Copyright © 1990 by G. Schirmer, Inc. (ASCAP). International
Copyright Secured. All Rights Reserved. Used by permission.

At measure 12, the G♭ at the piano and in the violin is played against F in the cello
part, and creates a semitone relationship. In addition to polytonality, Sheng inserted
additional dissonance through accented ornaments in all voice parts. For example, the
accented D♮ grace note in the violin at measure 12 is played against D♭ of the cello
and piano.
The uses of polytonality and chromaticism continue in the second movement.
At measure 7, the violin and the upper voice of the piano are in E♭ pentatonic, while
the cello and the lower voice of the piano are in E pentatonic (example 4.13).
Chromatic intervals can easily be found in this measure.
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Example 4.13. Sheng, Four Movements for Piano Trio, second movement, m.
7. Copyright © 1990 by G. Schirmer, Inc. (ASCAP). International Copyright
Secured. All Rights Reserved. Used by permission.
The modality changes quickly in this movement. At measure 10, the cello and the
upper voice of the piano plays the tetrachord B♭-C-E♭-F, while violin and the lower
voice of the piano are in F pentatonic. The last two notes in the piano (B♭-F) already
indicate the shift to D♭ pentatonic for the following measure. Similarly, the last four
notes in the piano (F#-G#-B♮-C#) at measure 11 prepare the harmonic territory for E
pentatonic at measure 12 (example 4.14):

Example 4.14. Sheng, Four Movements for Piano Trio, second movement,
mm. 10-11. Copyright © 1990 by G. Schirmer, Inc. (ASCAP). International
Copyright Secured. All Rights Reserved. Used by permission.
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The second section (mm. 17-36) features both the rapid change of tonality
and polytonal chromaticism. Sheng uses a series of tetrachords in measures 17 to 26:
B-C#-E-F# at measure 19; E♭-F-A♭-B♭ in the lower voice of the piano and D♭-E♭A♭-B♭ in the cello at measure 20; F#-G#-B-C# and B♭-C-E♭-F at measures 21 and
22; D♭-E♭-G♭-A♭ and F-G-B♭-C at measures 23 and 24; C-D-F-G, E♭-F-A♭-B♭
and G-A-C-D at measures 25 and 26. Other than the F# pentatonic scale at measures
17 and 18, a complete pentatonic scale (A♭ pentatonic) does not appear until measure
26 in the violin.
Sheng continues the use of polytonal chromaticism in the climax section. At
measure 49, the violin and the upper voice of the piano are in D pentatonic, and the
cello and middle voice of the piano are in F# pentatonic. Sheng creates a drone with
the piano using the tetrachord E♭-F-B♭-C (mm. 49, 51, 52, 55-56, and 57).
Semitone intervals can be found among all voices: for example, D♮ and D# between
violin	
 and cello at measure 49 and 51; A and A# between the upper and middle
voices of the piano at measure 50.
In the opening section of the third movement, the dyad G-A in the violin is
consistently juxtaposed with the tetrachord F#-G#-C#-D# in the cello and piano;
semitone or tritone intervals can be found in each measure. The dissonance continues
in the next section (m. 29), where the violin (A-B) and cello (A♭-B♭) are a semitone
apart. In the third subsection (m. 41), the tension is intensified when C pentatonic in
the piano is pitted against the B pentatonic in the strings.
In the transitional section (m. 61), the two voices at the piano are based on
two tetrachords that are a semitone apart: F#-G#-B-C# for the upper voice and G-AC-D for the lower. Semitone and tritone relationships can be found in each measure
(mm. 61-74). Sheng formed the pitch class set [0, 1, 6, 7] through the use of bi-
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modality. At measure 77, D-A♮	
 and E♭- A♭ form the set (example 4.15). The
tetrachord G♭-A♭-D♭-E♭ at the bass increases the tension among the voices.

Example 4.15. Sheng, Four Movements for Piano Trio, third movement, mm.
74-78. Copyright © 1990 by G. Schirmer, Inc. (ASCAP). International
Copyright Secured. All Rights Reserved. Used by permission.

The use of polytonal chromaticism is obvious in the climax section. In
addition to measures 82-84, Sheng further developed the melodic ostinato of the first
section (m. 29). At measure 85, dyad A-B in the violin and dyad A♭-B♭ in the cello
replicate the former section, but they are raised a major second to increase tension at
the climax. Sheng added B-C# and C♮-B♭ under the violin and the cello respectively.
Meanwhile, the piano repeats the octaves G♮, E, D♮ in the upper voic e and G#, F#,
D# in the lower voice. The additional voices thicken the texture of this section, and
tension is created with these thick dissonances.
The dissonances in the fourth movement are created by the use of polytonal
chromaticism as well. From the beginning, the C pentatonic melody is in contrary
motion with the B pentatonic countermelody (example 4.16), and semitone or tritone
relationships can be found in each measure.
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Example 4.16. Sheng, Four Movements for Piano Trio, fourth movement,
mm. 1-4. Copyright © 1990 by G. Schirmer, Inc. (ASCAP). International
Copyright Secured. All Rights Reserved. Used by permission.

The second section is a major second higher, but the fundamental tetrachord
remains as F#-G#-C#-D# (from B pentatonic), meaning the chromatic relationship
continues. Sheng concludes the piece with a tritone relationship between the top and
the bottom voices, D in the violin is played with A♭ in the bottom voice of the piano.
In addition, a semitone interval is found between the violin (D) and the cello and
piano (D♭).
“Chinese Sequence”
Sheng termed the compositional technique that he used in the third movement
“Chinese sequence.” The term describes “a type of melodic development where each
time a motive is repeated its duration is lengthened and its range is widened.”7 The
composer applies it in several ways in this movement.
He begins by constructing a sequence in the cello section in the opening. The
cello begins with the dyad F#-G#; then D# is added at measure 5, and C# at measure
12. The phrase is introduced in short segments of only two notes (mm. 3-4), then
three (mm. 5-6), then five (mm. 7-9), and finally an extended phrase from measures
10 to 14.

7

Sheng, Preface to Four Movements for Piano Trio.
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In the transitional area (m. 61), the development of Chinese sequence is based
on the tetrachords F#-G#-B-C# and G-A-C-D for the upper and lower voice of the
piano respectively. Within the tetrachord, the interval between F# and G#, as well as
B and C#, is a major second; between the two dyads F#-G# and B-C# is a fourth
apart. To develop this tetrachord, Sheng added the dyad a fourth above B-C#, which
becomes E-F# (m. 63). Similarly, Sheng added the dyad F-G a fourth above the
tetrachord G-A-C-D in the lower voice (m. 63). This technique is applied in
measures 61-73 (example 4.17):

Example 4.17. Sheng, Four Movements for Piano Trio, third movement, mm.
59-73 (piano only). Copyright © 1990 by G. Schirmer, Inc. (ASCAP).
International Copyright Secured. All Rights Reserved. Used by permission.

These two “Chinese sequences” are built upon the continuous development of the
tetrachords, which can be summarized as follows (examples 4.18 and 4.19):
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Example 4.18. Development of tetrachord F#-G#-B-C# in mm. 61-73.

Example 4.19. Development of tetrachord G-A-C-D in mm. 61-73.

Sheng based the overall structure of this movement on the idea of the Chinese
sequence as well. Each section is a continuous development from the previous
section. The movement begins with a thin texture, the violin playing a dyad G-A in
melodic ostinato, while the cello and piano play the tetrachord C#-D#-F#-G# in high
register. Following the pattern of the violin, Sheng added the melodic ostinato for the
cello at measure 29. As the two parts continue, Sheng incorporates more activity for
the piano at measure 41. In the transitional area (m. 61), the piano takes over the
sixteenth-note passage and the section is developed by extending the tetrachords. The
melodic ostinato can be found again in the climax section at measure 85, where Sheng
added double stops in the strings. The dyad G-A reoccurs at the coda section (m.
117) at the piano part. The strings play in Bartók pizzicato (

) and join the piano at

measure 123, in which the violin plays G and the cello plays A until last note at
measure 132.
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Rhythmic Organization of the Third Movement
Sheng presents three rhythmic figures in the opening measures of the third
movement: the first one

(m. 1, marked as ), the second one is

(m. 2, marked as ), and the third one is

(m. 3,

marked as ). Introduced by the violin, these three figures repeatedly appear
throughout the movement as a unifying device.
In the opening section, these rhythmic figures are played in the order of - (mm. 1-3), followed by -- (mm. 4-6). This six-measure ostinato-like
pattern steadily repeats until measure 27 and ends on figure  before Sheng signals a
change in rhythm in next measure.
Several modifications occur from measure 30. Rather than alternating the
meter between 3/8 and 2/4, the time signature is kept at 2/4 in measures 29-39, which
enables the three rhythmic figures to take place across the bar lines (example 4.20).

Example 4.20. Sheng, Four Movements for Piano Trio, third movement, mm.
30-34. Copyright © 1990 by G. Schirmer, Inc. (ASCAP). International
Copyright Secured. All Rights Reserved. Used by permission.

The eighth note in each rhythmic figure is cut short into a sixteenth note followed by
a sixteenth-note rest. The violin starts on the anacrusis to the second beat, and the

60

three rhythmic figures are now in the order of --. This pattern ends on figure 
on the first beat of measure 39, before the change of time signature to 5/16 in the next
measure. Similarly, the cello repeats these rhythmic figures, but in the order of -, and this pattern finishes earlier at measure 35.
The original three figures reappear in the climax section. In measures 85-90,
the cello plays these figures in the sequence of -----, which resembles the
opening theme. Sheng keeps these figures in the violin part as well, but not in
synchronization with the cello. Figure  starts on the second note of measure 86,
followed by figure  in the next measure. Then, the composer applies the same order
of -- in measures 88-90, but at an eighth note behind the cello part to create an
intricate and sophisticated sound effect. Figure  in the violin at measure 90 is a
sixteenth note shorter, for both parts to line up in the next measure.
These rhythmic figures conclude this movement as well. Figures  and 
alternate in measures 118-22, before figure  joins in at measure 123. These figures
then gradually disintegrate by being incomplete until they are no longer recognizable
at measure 128.
Transcription from My Song to Four Movements for Piano Trio
Sheng carefully transcribed Four Movements for Piano Trio from the solo
piano piece My Song. The two pieces are alike in many ways, and this section will
discuss several differences between the two compositions. The first noticeable
feature in the first movement of the trio is the addition of time signature and bar lines,
which do not exist in the solo counterpart. This gives a practical advantage for better
communication among the performers; nevertheless the trio movement does not lose
the improvisational character, as in the solo composition, because meter changes
occur frequently throughout the movement.
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The tempi in Four Movements for Piano Trio are slightly faster than My Song.
Both pieces begin with ♪ = 54, but the trio is a little faster at measures 14 and 17. At
measure 14, the trio is marked ♪ = 60 while the corresponding part in the solo work is
at ♪ = 58; at measure 17, the trio is marked ♪ = 63 in comparison to the solo at ♪ =
60. The poco ritard and

= 58 in the solo piece are omitted in the corresponding

part of the trio (mm. 23 and 26). The subtle changes in tempo create a better flow for
the piano trio, without altering the character of the movement. Nevertheless, both
pieces wind down to ♪ = 54 (m. 29 at the trio), and end with the same tempo at ♪ =
52.
Sheng carefully transcribed this movement. The trio begins with the melody
at the piano (mm. 1-6), while the violin and cello play harmonics. The strings then
take over the melody from measures 7 to 13; the countermelodies at the piano from
measures 8-13 are not found in the solo work. Sheng then assigned the top voice and
the bottom voice from My Song to the violin and cello respectively at measure 14
(examples 4.21 and 4.22). The composer formulates heterophony between the violin
and piano by means of separating the voices in the solo score. The top notes at the
end of the phrase in the solo are played by the piano in the trio (mm. 15-21); it is the
same melody as the violin but sounds an octave above with altered rhythms and
different ornaments.
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Example 4.21. Sheng, My Song, first movement, phrase corresponding to mm.
14-21 of Four Movements for Piano Trio (Milwaukee, WI: G. Schirmer, Inc.,
1989). Copyright © 1989 by G. Schirmer, Inc. (ASCAP). International
Copyright Secured. All Rights Reserved. Used by permission
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Example 4.22. Sheng, Four Movements for Piano Trio, first movement, mm.
14-21. Copyright © 1990 by G. Schirmer, Inc. (ASCAP). International
Copyright Secured. All Rights Reserved. Used by permission.

At measure 25, the lower voice of the piano plays the middle voice of the solo, and
this lower voice passes on to the upper voice from measures 26 to 29. In this section,
Sheng added the countermelody that is not found in the solo, beginning from the
lower voice of the piano at measures 21-29. In the last section (mm. 30-42), the
piano plays exactly the same notes as in My Song, while the violin and cello play
harmonics. Both pieces indicate attaca at the end.
The perpetual motion created by the thirty-second notes in My Song is well
captured in the second movement of the trio. The tempo for the trio (
slightly slower than the solo (

= 66) is

= 72), for a better sound projection of the thirty-

second notes from all three instruments. In the first section, the piano in the trio plays
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most of the rapid notes. Some of the broken chord figures are modified (mm. 2-4);
the others are grouped in eighth-note (mm. 2-3) or sixteenth-note chords (mm. 3-4).
At measures 10 and 11, the violin plays the eighth notes in the lower voice of the solo,
while the cello plays the upper (see example 4.14). These two voices exchange at
measures 12-15. Though the piano of the trio closely mimics its solo counterpart, the
rhythm is modified with syncopation in measures 10-11.
In the second section (m. 17), Sheng separates the voices clearly in the trio:
the piano keeps the eighth notes; the counterpoint writing in the solo is further
developed into two individual voices for cello and violin. In the third section (m.
37), the piano closely imitates the original solo composition; the violin plays the
eighth-note melody in harmonics. Sheng then assigned the top voice of the solo to the
violin in the fourth section (m. 43); but the eighth notes are grouped differently than
the solo (examples 4.23 and 4.24). The cello follows the lower voice of the solo, only
with slight rhythmic alterations in measures 46 and 48.

Example 4.23. Sheng, My Song, second movement, mm. 43-48. Copyright ©
1989 by G. Schirmer, Inc. (ASCAP). International Copyright Secured. All
Rights Reserved. Used by permission.
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Example 4.24. Sheng, Four Movements for Piano Trio, second movement,
mm. 43-48. Copyright © 1990 by G. Schirmer, Inc. (ASCAP). International
Copyright Secured. All Rights Reserved. Used by permission.

In the climax section (m. 49), modifications are made to the piano part.
Instead of playing thirty-second notes simultaneously in both voices, Sheng thins out
the texture by alternating voices. The rhythm of the lower voice is altered to
syncopation. Sheng adds the tremolo for the strings to increase the dramatic effect of
the section. At measure 58, Sheng further groups the thirty-second notes into
sixteenth-notes chords for the piano (examples 4.25 and 4.26). The strings, now in
broken octaves, double the upper and the lower voice melodies of the piano solo. The
glissando in the strings at measure 63 cannot be found in the piano solo.
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Example 4.25. Sheng, My Song, second movement, mm. 58-59, Copyright ©
1989 by G. Schirmer, Inc. (ASCAP). International Copyright Secured. All
Rights Reserved. Used by permission.

Example 4.26. Sheng, Four Movements for Piano Trio, second movement,
mm. 58-59. Copyright © 1990 by G. Schirmer, Inc. (ASCAP). International
Copyright Secured. All Rights Reserved. Used by permission.

Sheng transcribes the top voice of the solo in enharmonic spelling in measures 63-66,
while keeping the bottom voice unchanged. The strings imitate the lower voice of the
piano and play in parallel fifths. Sheng adds the marking

= 66 at measure 70 to the

trio to specify there is no change of tempo at the end of this movement. However, the
attaca in parentheses in My Song is omitted in the trio.
In the third movement, the violin plays the dyad G-A in the first section. The
cello plays the tetrachord C#-D#-F#-G#, which is the enharmonic spelling of D♭-E♭G♭-A♭ in the solo score. Though the cello plays the same notes, the phrasing is
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different. Sheng indicates long phrases for the solo piano, and short slurs for cello
(examples 4.27 and 4.28).

Example 4.27. Sheng, My Song, third movement, mm. 10-14. Copyright ©
1989 by G. Schirmer, Inc. (ASCAP). International Copyright Secured. All
Rights Reserved. Used by permission.

Example 4.28. Sheng, Four Movements for Piano Trio, third movement, mm.
10-14. Copyright © 1990 by G. Schirmer, Inc. (ASCAP). International
Copyright Secured. All Rights Reserved. Used by permission.

The trio in next section, beginning in measure 30, is different from the solo piece.
The solo is two measures longer than the trio in this section. The meter changes eight
times in the solo, in comparison to only once from 2/4 to 5/16 at measure 40 in the
trio. In the trio, the violin plays the lower voice of the piano, and the cello plays the
upper voice. Although there are changes in time signature and length of the phrases,
the three basic rhythmic patterns are grouped the same way in both pieces (example
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4.29 for My Song, example 4.20 for Four Movements for Piano Trio; see also
“Rhythmic organization of the third movement”).



















Example 4.29. Sheng, My Song, third movement, mm. 30-34. Copyright ©
1989 by G. Schirmer, Inc. (ASCAP). International Copyright Secured. All
Rights Reserved. Used by permission.

In the third subsection (m. 41), the cello plays the top voice of the solo; the lower
voice of the solo piano is doubled in the piano of the trio.
In the transition section (m. 61), the piano of the trio closely follows the solo.
However, several bottom notes in My Song are omitted in the trio: C# in measure 66;
F# in measures 68 and 70; B♮ in measure 69; E in measure 71; E♭ in measure 73; A♭,
D♭, and B♭ in measure 74. These notes form B and E pentatonic modes in addition
to the Chinese sequence in the upper voices. In the trio, Sheng replaced these notes
with either a sixteenth-note rest (mm. 64, 66, and 69) or a modification of the
sixteenth-note figure (mm. 67, 68, 71 and 72). The violin and cello play the
tetrachord D-E-G-A in open strings pizzicato, but not in either mode. In addition, F
and B♭ at measures 79 and 80 of My Song are changed to G♭ and A♭, respectively,
in the trio (mm. 77 and 78); A♭, D♭, B♭ in measures 82 and 83 of My Song are
changed to B♭, E♭, and G♭ in the trio (mm. 80-81).
In the climax section, the piano strikes the same discords as in the solo. The
violin and cello then take over the section from measures 85 to 92. There is a voice
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exchange at measure 94: the upper voice of the solo (F-B♭-E♭, mm. 94-97) is now
switched to the bottom voice. Sheng outlines the same tetrachord by using C-F-B♭ in
the piano and F-E♭ in the violin. The bottom voice of the solo (F#-B♮-E♮) becomes
the upper voice of the piano (B♮-E♮-A) as well as in the cello (F#-E). Sheng inserts an
extra 5/16 measure to the trio (m. 94); and the rhythm in measures 95 and 96 of the
trio is different from the piano solo. Although the notes are the same between the two
pieces in measure 97 to 104 (mm. 98-105 in My Song), the grouping and the layer of
voices are different. In addition, the B pentatonic in My Song (m. 102) is lowered a
half step to B♭ pentatonic in the trio (m. 101). The five measures of discords in the
solo (mm. 107-11) are expanded to eleven measures in the trio (mm. 106-16).
In the closing section, Sheng keeps three 3/8 measures (mm. 123-25) in My
Song before changing the time signature to 2/4; whereas there is only one 3/8 measure
(m. 128) in the trio. Nevertheless, the rhythmic placing of the dyads is exactly the
same in two pieces (examples 4.30 and 4.31):

Example 4.30. Sheng, My Song, third movement, mm. 122-32. Copyright ©
1989 by G. Schirmer, Inc. (ASCAP). International Copyright Secured. All
Rights Reserved. Used by permission.
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Example 4.31. Sheng, Four Movements for Piano Trio, third movement, mm.
127-34. Copyright © 1990 by G. Schirmer, Inc. (ASCAP). International
Copyright Secured. All Rights Reserved. Used by permission.

Sheng inserts five measures of rest at the end of My Song, with a fermata and attaca
at the last measure. In comparison, there are only two measures of rest in the trio, the
fermata is marked with lunga, and attaca is omitted.
The piano part for the trio and the solo is virtually the same in the last
movement with only minute differences. The ritardando at measure 13 of the solo is
not found until measure 15 of the trio, with a fermata in the measure. Similarly,
Sheng marks ritardando in measure 28 of the solo, but it is placed later in measure 30
in the trio.
In the second section, the solo is marked ♪ = 60, while the trio is a little
slower at ♪ = 58. At the closing, the tempo is marked ♪ = 54 for the solo, but it is
slower (♪ = 50) for the trio. At measure 31 of the trio, Sheng indicates tapping the
string inside the piano (the instruction from the first movement), which is not found at
the end of the solo movement. At the same time, the tritone relationship created by
the violin (D) and piano (A♭) does not exist in the solo counterpart. In My Song, the
piece ends on A♭ for both voices an octave apart.
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Tibetan Dance
First Movement, “Prelude”
The first movement is titled “Prelude.” It has two sections: the first section
consists of measures 1-16, and the second includes measures 17 to the end (m. 34).
The first section highlights the big interval leap in the melody, which resembles
Tibetan folksong. The clarinet and violin initiate with a leap of a major seventh (E to
E♭ in clarinet, B to A# in violin) while creating an interval of a parallel fifth (E and
B, E♭ and A#) between the two instruments (example 4.32):

Example 4.32 Sheng, Tibetan Dance, first movement, mm. 1-3. Copyright ©
2006 by G. Schirmer, Inc. (ASCAP). International Copyright Secured. All
Rights Reserved. Used by permission.

Sheng constructs this chromatic opening theme with a combination of two pentatonic
scales: D pentatonic and F# pentatonic. E (m. 1), A♮, B♮, D♮ (m. 2), F# (m. 3) in the
clarinet, and B (m. 1), E, F#, A (m. 2) in the violin are from D pentatonic. The other
set of notes, E♭, D♭ (m. 1), F# (m. 3) in the clarinet, and A#, G# (m. 1), F# (m. 2),
C# (m. 3) in the violin derive from F# pentatonic. This technique of combining two
pentatonic scales will be used again in the third movement.
The piano joins in measure 3, with a bigger leap of a minor ninth in the
melody, while the two voices form a parallel fifth. The piano part is highly

72

chromatic. The use of all twelve tones, found in measures 3-7, suggests the use of
polytonality. Large intervallic leaps can also be found in measures 8 and 9 (minor
seventh), measure 13 (octave), as well as measures 13-14 (a downward major seventh
and a minor seventh consecutively). Sheng concludes this section by indicating a
poco accelerando to merge with the busy sixteenth-note movement in the following
section.
The second section starts from measure 17. It has a quicker tempo ♪ = 60 and
it is marked poco più mosso. In contrast to the parallel motion of the first section, this
section emphasizes the steady polyrhythm of triplets against duplets among all three
voices. This section can be subdivided into three parts. It begins in F pentatonic: the
melodic ostinato C-D in the clarinet and F-G in the violin and lower voice of the
piano forms the tetrachord C-D-F-G while A is added to the top voice of the piano
toward the end of the measure. The tonality changes to C pentatonic at measure 22
when the bottom voice of the piano shifts to C-D and the clarinet plays G-A; E is
found in the violin and the upper voice of the piano at measure 23. Sheng creates
dissonances at the end of this subsection through the use of polytonal chromaticism
(example 4.33):

Example 4.33. Sheng, Tibetan Dance, first movement, mm. 26-29.
Copyright © 2006 by G. Schirmer, Inc. (ASCAP). International Copyright
Secured. All Rights Reserved. Used by permission.
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At measure 27, the clarinet and violin play in B♭ and F pentatonic respectively; both
parts change to G♭ pentatonic on the second beat in measure 28. Meanwhile, the
piano keeps the leap of a major seventh (mm. 26-27), which calls for bitonality. At
measure 29, G♭ (enharmonic F#) in the clarinet, D♭ (enharmonic C#) in the violin,
and A and E in the piano part form the set [0, 2, 5, 7].
The music returns to C pentatonic in measures 30 and 31. When B is added at
measure 32, the piano modulates to G pentatonic and plays against the tetrachord CD-G-A in the clarinet and violin. Sheng uses the two sets of parallel fifths, E-B and
D-A, to end the piece in the set [0, 2, 5, 7].
Second Movement, “Song”
The second movement is titled “Song.” It is played by the clarinet and violin
only. The piece begins with the two instruments playing at an octave apart, and
Sheng creates the effect of heterophony by the subtle uses of glissando in the violin
part. Although Sheng did not indicate to play the glissando at the end of the note as
in the first movement of Four Movements for Piano Trio, the sliding motion once
again recalls the embellishment gesture in Chinese music. This melody, measures 17, is the basis of the entire movement (example 4.34):
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Example 4.34. Sheng, Tibetan Dance, second movement, mm. 1-7.
Copyright © 2006 by G. Schirmer, Inc. (ASCAP). International Copyright
Secured. All Rights Reserved. Used by permission.

The melody is in D♭ pentatonic, in which E is added as a grace note at measure 2 to
create dissonance. It can be divided into two halves: measures 1-4 and 4-7. Each
phrase in these seven measures has a descending melodic contour, which suggests a
melancholic feeling. C is added to the descending scale E♭-D♭-C-B♭ at measure 7,
and gives the impression of concluding this phrase in B♭ minor.
The clarinet plays new melodic material from measure 8 in D♭ pentatonic.
The violin plays the opening theme at an octave lower with rhythmic variation.
Similar to the first phrase, C is added to the clarinet at measure 10. While the clarinet
ends the phrase at measure 13, the violin finishes at measure 14. The clarinet then
repeats the opening two measures A♭-F-(E) F-E♭ three times with rhythmic
variations (mm. 13-14, 15-18, and 18-21) until the end of the piece. The violin plays
another melody in A♭ major from measure 14 to the end.
Third Movement, “Tibetan Dance”
The third movement is titled “Tibetan Dance.” This is the longest among the
three movements, and it can be divided into four sections. The first section can be
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subdivided into three parts. The music begins with the violin tapping on the sound
board (mm. 1-20), followed by the repeated eighth notes C1 on the piano from
measure 3. Though E♭ and F are added in measures 6 and 13, Sheng does not
develop the bottom voice into E♭ or A♭ pentatonic mode, leaving the low C sounding
as a tonal center. The clarinet comes in at measure 7 playing an eighth-note G♭ with
the grace note F, thus creating a tritone relationship with the piano. This G♭ is
repeated until the glissando at measure 22.
Sheng introduces two important elements in this opening section, and both reappear throughout the movement. The first one is the pattern that consists of crossbar-line slurs in measures 8-10; the second is the rhythmic sequence in measures 1921 (example 4.35).

Example 4.35. Sheng, Tibetan Dance, third movement, mm. 19-23.
Copyright © 2006 by G. Schirmer, Inc. (ASCAP). International Copyright
Secured. All Rights Reserved. Used by permission.

This example is significant in the way Sheng develops the motive as well as in the use
of the major second interval that forms between E♭ and F. At measure 19, the
sequence begins with a group of five notes. Two sixteenth notes are added at the end
of measure 19 to the next group, and four more sixteenth notes are added to the third
group for expansion. This technique is similar to the “Chinese sequence” that Sheng
76

uses in the third movement of the Four Movements for Piano Trio. Both features will
be used throughout the movement. The first part of this section ends with knocking
on the piano lid at measure 22, with the violin plays on all four open strings, which
clashes against the clarinet glissando.
The second part of the first section begins at measure 24 after the whole
measure rest (m. 23). This part imitates the first one in several ways. The piano
follows the rhythmic pattern of measures 6-10 at a minor third higher (mm. 24-28).
After A♭ is added in measure 29, Sheng does not expand it into a complete pentatonic
mode. The sixteenth-note rhythmic sequence (mm. 19-21) recurs in measures 37 to
39 with changes in time signature and rhythm modifications at measure 39. Each
rhythmic group is fitted into a single measure this time; thus 5/8 (m. 38) is introduced
for the first time in this movement. This part concludes with the open strings in the
violin and the knocking on the piano lid at measure 40; the only alteration is the
clarinet playing glissando from E to E♭.
The third part of the first section, measures 42-58, can be viewed as a
transition to the following section. The clarinet plays F-G-A, which may imply F
pentatonic, while the violin plays the tetrachord A♭-B♭-D♭-E♭. The clarinet plays
D-E-G-A at measure 46 and the violin changes to G-B♭-C-D later at measure 49.
Both tetrachords remain unchanged for the rest of this section. The piano plays long
pedal tones of D, G, E, and A, which suggests G pentatonic, while the upper voice
repeats the dissonance B-C.
The second section begins in C pentatonic at measure 59 (example 4.36):
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Example 4.36. Sheng, Tibetan Dance, third movement, mm. 58-61.
Copyright © 2006 by G. Schirmer, Inc. (ASCAP). International Copyright
Secured. All Rights Reserved. Used by permission.

The sixteenth-note pattern, measures 19-21, plays an important role in this section.
The motive features a slur between two sixteenth notes and has an interval of going
up a major second then down a minor third. Sheng places a tone cluster (A-B♭-C,
mm. 60, 61) in the bottom voice part, which clashes with the C pentatonic. The
sixteenth-note motive is transposed a tritone higher to G♭ pentatonic in measure 62,
then to B pentatonic in measures 64 and 65. The B pentatonic continues at measure
72; it changes to E pentatonic at measure 76, to A pentatonic at measure 82, and back
to E pentatonic at measure 88.
In addition to the frequent changes of pentatonic scales, Sheng uses
polytonality among the three instruments. For example, the clarinet plays in D♭
pentatonic and A♭ pentatonic at measures 64 and 72, which gives contrast and bite to
the B pentatonic in the piano. When the piano is in E pentatonic (m. 78), the clarinet
is a tritone away, playing the tetrachord F-G-B♭-C.
The dissonance B-C (m. 59) is now a semitone lower in the bottom voice of
the piano in this section, together with the addition of A to form a three-note cluster
A-B♭-C♭ (m. 60). Meanwhile, the clarinet plays D-E♭, which increases tension
through dissonance. This cluster is repeated throughout this section, from measures
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59-63, and in 79-95. When it appears for the last time at measure 95, it clashes with
the C# in the upper voice of the piano and G in the clarinet. This cluster transforms to
G# octaves at measure 65 to prepare for the interlude in the following measure. The
G# octaves replace the tone cluster in measures 73 and 77.
The cross-bar-line rhythmic pattern in measures 7-11 is still in use, and it
serves as an interlude for this section (example 4.37):

Example 4.37. Sheng, Tibetan Dance, third movement, mm. 66-71.
Copyright © 2006 by G. Schirmer, Inc. (ASCAP). International Copyright
Secured. All Rights Reserved. Used by permission.

The clarinet and piano play the same rhythm and notes an octave apart in measures
66-71, oscillating between C and A, a minor third interval. The violin part is in F#
pentatonic and the lowest voice of the piano repeats the tritone G#-D as a drone, again
creating sharp, pointed dissonances. This pattern appears later in measures 95-99
with the piano having the same notes as in measures 8-11. Instead of accompanying
the piano, the clarinet has its own part in C pentatonic and violin in F pentatonic, with
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an added E as the pedal point. Measures 100 and 101 are similar to measures 13 and
14, the piano plays E♭-F and there are indications to knock on the lid, mimicking the
previous scenario of the violin to the tapping the sound board. Sheng concludes this
section in C pentatonic (m. 108), which is the same as the beginning of this section
(m. 59). The technique on expanding the phrase is the same as measures 19-21.
The third section begins in measure 115 and is the climax of the movement.
The use of polytonal chromaticism is apparent in this section. At measure 115, the
clarinet and violin are in G♭ pentatonic but at the interval of a fourth. Playing in
parallel fifths, the upper voice of the piano is in D♭ pentatonic, while the lower voice
and the open strings of the violin repeat the chord D-G (mm. 115- 18). In measures
119 to 126, B-C-F#-G in the upper voice of the piano form the pitch class set [0, 6, 7,
11], while the lower voice A-B♭-D#-E forms the X-set [0, 1, 6, 7].8 The clarinet is
constructed based on two sets of tritone relationships: E♭-A and F-B. Meanwhile, D
is inserted in m. 121 in preparation for D pentatonic in measures 124-26. This
composition technique is similar to the opening of the first movement, where Sheng
combines two pentatonic modes to construct the theme for the clarinet and violin.
Tension increases from measure 127 as the texture thickens with polytonality
among the three instruments and frequent changes of modality in the piano. All three
instruments have the top voices in D♭ pentatonic, but the bottom voice of each part
forms F pentatonic (example 4.38):

8

The uses of two half-steps at a fourth apart and the X-set are influenced by Béla Bartók. See
Bartók Minor Seconds, Major Sevenths from Mikrokosmos 6, No. 144 for specific musical examples.
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Example 4.38. Sheng, Tibetan Dance, third movement, mm. 127- 32.
Copyright © 2006 by G. Schirmer, Inc. (ASCAP). International Copyright
Secured. All Rights Reserved. Used by permission.

At measure 129, the D♭ in the clarinet is used as a pivot note for modulation to C♭
pentatonic in the piano. The piece modulates to A♭ pentatonic in measure 130, D♭
pentatonic in measure 131, and B♭ pentatonic in measure 132 using the same
technique. After the transition (mm. 133-37), which utilizes the pitch class sets [0, 1,
6, 7] and [0, 6, 7, 11] from measure 119, a series of parallel fifths appears for the third
time, this time in E♭ pentatonic.
The motive from measure 59 is used again in measure 149. It begins in A♭
pentatonic in the piano part. The clarinet joins in measure 152, playing E♭
pentatonic, but quickly changes to B♭ pentatonic in the following measure. When the
violin enters in measure 157, it follows the clarinet in B♭ pentatonic. While the
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clarinet and violin play sixteenth notes, the piano has the pitch class sets [0, 1, 6, 7]
and [0, 6, 7, 11], recalling the rhythm of the opening measures (mm. 3-6). The crossbar-line pattern appears from measures 162 to 167.
The theme in measures 66-71 is now expanded in the clarinet part in measures
169-82, to accompany the sixteenth-note passage of the violin and piano.
Nevertheless, the downward interval is apparent in this section. Other than C-A (m.
169), a minor third relationship can be found between D♭ to B♭ (mm. 170-71) and
E-C (mm. 171-72). In addition, Sheng adds a downward fourth in measure 171 (E♭B♭); a major third in measures 174-75 (A-F and F-D♭), and a descending tritone in
measure 177 (D♭-G). The violin and piano play sixteenth notes in a variation-like
fashion, though the former is in D♭ pentatonic and the latter is in G♭ pentatonic. The
piano part in measures 168-69, 170-71, and 172 to the first half of 173 are identical.
Sheng then inserts new patterns to expand on this section: fragments from measures
168 and 169 can be found in measures 174 and 177, before the music arrives on the
major second A♭-B♭ at measure 178. Likewise, measures 168 and 170 in the violin
part are the same but modulate a half-step higher to D pentatonic (m. 171), and C
pentatonic (m. 176) before reaching the major second D-E at measure 180.
With material derived from C pentatonic and G♭ pentatonic, the violin and the
piano are now having a tritone relationship, playing D-E and A♭-B♭ respectively in
measures 181 and 182 (example 4.39):
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Example 4.39. Sheng, Tibetan Dance, third movement, mm. 181-83.
Copyright © 2006 by G. Schirmer, Inc. (ASCAP). International Copyright
Secured. All Rights Reserved. Used by permission.

In measure 181, A♭-D and B♭-E between the piano and violin form a tritone
relationship. The use of two tritone intervals (E♭-A, F-B) can be found earlier in the
clarinet part in measures 119-21. Sheng deconstructs two pentatonic modes and uses
them in combinations, along with the repeated low notes and a huge crescendo, to
create a heightened sense of excitement. The composer uses this new material for the
next section in measure 184, after the 5/8 whole measure rest.
The fourth section is the last one in this movement and it can be subdivided
into three parts. After the previous climax section, the clarinet and violin are in
unison, while the two voices of the piano are an octave apart. Sheng marks p and
leggiero for clarinet and violin, pp and legato molto for the piano (example 4.40):

Example 4.40. Sheng, Tibetan Dance, third movement, mm. 184-85.
Copyright © 2006 by G. Schirmer, Inc. (ASCAP). International Copyright
Secured. All Rights Reserved. Used by permission.
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The clarinet and violin play in F pentatonic, while the piano adopts the new sound
developed from the previous section and forms a new “scale”: A-B-C#-D#-F#. This
scale has a tritone interval between A and D#, the quality of a whole-tone scale A-BC#-D#, as well as the sound of two pentatonic scales (A pentatonic: A-B-C#-F#; and
B pentatonic: B-C#-D#-F#). The complete B pentatonic replaces this new scale in
measure 188, and it changes to E pentatonic in measure 193. Afterwards, the new
scale is transposed to E-F#-G#-A#-C# in measure 195 for the piano. The clarinet
concludes the first part of this fourth section by playing this scale in its enharmonic
spelling (E-G♭-A♭-B♭-D♭) in measures 196-97.
The second part of this last section, measures 198-221, consists of fragments
from various sections. The grace note C to D♭ in the clarinet part (mm. 198, 203-12)
originates from measures 13 to 19; tapping on the violin sound board and knocking on
the piano lid can also be found in the opening section (mm. 22 and 40). The
sixteenth-note passage (mm. 199-202 in clarinet; mm. 204-7 in piano) mimics the
motive in the second section (m. 59). The minor third interval formed by C# and E
in the bottom voice of the piano (mm. 209-19) is a semitone higher than C-E♭ of the
opening measures. Sheng writes “Surprise!” and speeds up the tempo at measure 222
to conclude the piece (example 4.41):
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Example 4.41. Sheng, Tibetan Dance, third movement, mm. 222-26.
Copyright © 2006 by G. Schirmer, Inc. (ASCAP). International Copyright
Secured. All Rights Reserved. Used by permission.

After the ppp in the violin (m. 221), the clarinet is ff while the violin and piano are fff.
The clarinet plays two glissandi, the starting and ending notes indicating it is in B♭
pentatonic. The violin and the upper voice of the piano are in E pentatonic in
measures 222-23, which is a tritone apart from the clarinet, and it quickly shift to A
pentatonic in the last chord of measure 223 and the first beat of measure 224. The
bottom voice of the piano is in C pentatonic.
In measures 224-25, the two voices of the piano play G#-C# and G-D in
tremolo, which form the pitch class set [0, 1, 6, 7]. The violin plays G and G# to
match with the piano, recalling the minor ninth interval in the piano part from the first
movement (m. 3). After the downward glissandi in all three instruments, the violin
lands on the four open strings and the clarinet plays D. Sheng did not solidify the
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modality formed by this tetrachord G-A-D-E earlier in this movement (mm. 22 and
40). Finally, the piano concludes the piece by striking the lowest C on the keyboard,
indicating that the tetrachord indeed is clearly C pentatonic.
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CHAPTER 5
FINAL THOUGHTS
Bright Sheng is a contemporary composer whose compositional philosophy
has deep roots in the Chinese culture. This connection is prominent, and it speaks
through Sheng’s music. He also had wonderful opportunities to study with some
influential people in the United States and was encouraged by Leonard Bernstein to
pursue his individual expression in music.
The rough times during the Cultural Revolution and the hardships that Bright
Sheng and his family endured were indeed a difficult time in his life. However the
composer resolved to keep certain parts of China, the essence of its tradition, in some
of his deepest and fondest memories. Because of this, audiences have the privilege of
enjoying Sheng’s compositions that are inspired and drawn from the pure and
authentic folk elements from the inner heartland of China. This essence is captured
convincingly in his music and is treasured by many.
A look into the history of a contemporary composer who survived some of the
worst events in recent Chinese history, coupled with a general understanding of
Chinese music, enable us to comprehend Sheng’s ideas in a deeper way. After a
careful study of two of his compositions, Four Movements for Piano Trio and Tibetan
Dance, I find the voice of Bright Sheng becomes even more vivid.
Sheng demonstrates various characteristics of traditional Chinese music; the
elements which seem old and distant become alive in Sheng’s creative process.
While using the traditional Chinese pentatonic scales in both piano trios, Sheng
employs several contemporary Western compositional techniques that yield a new
sound within the realms of polytonality. The use of heterophony, and the sound of the
Chinese zither, qin, blend very well with the Western music genre piano trio. His

87

creative techniques of “Chinese sequence,” as well as the highly organized rhythmic
design in the third movement of Four Movements for Piano Trio, prove his
compositional skills and artistic ingenuity.
Although there is extensive originality in Sheng’s compositions, Bartók’s
influence on Sheng can also be seen. Sheng and Bartók share many common
elements in compositional practice: Sheng models Bartók in the way that Bartók
gathered folk songs from the villages of Eastern Europe, absorbed fully the sound, the
beauty, and the essence of the music, and presented it through his own work. In
particular, Bartók fused pentatonic scales and rhythmic patterns that were distinctive
in Eastern European folk music with the uses of polytonality and different pitch class
sets. The product that came about led to a new innovative sound during Bartók’s time
in the early twentieth century. Bright Sheng takes this same concept and applies it to
the music of his home country and likewise explores new sounds.
The bridge that Sheng crosses unites cultures and mixes seemingly unrelated
ingredients to produce musical entrées unlike any other. Performers and audiences
alike get to indulge in Sheng’s music and feast on an aural palette of fusion cuisine.
His fusion gives fresh breath and originality in melding two very different musical
cultures. In this sense, his music performs as a unique but universal language.
Sheng’s musical voice and artistic expression place him in a unique position in
our modern globalized world. His compositions well deserve to be heard and
performed as he continues to produce more fine gems to add to the modern repertoire.
It is beneficial in this manner that performers conduct scholarly research in order to
achieve better understanding of his compositions, so the voices of the composer will
be appreciated through performance as well as in writing.
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